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Preface to the 
Reprint Edition

I am grateful that American Psychiatric Publishing (APPI) has
undertaken to reprint Dreams of Love and Fateful Encounters: The Power of
Romantic Passion, first published in 1988. I have revised it so as to make
more prominent the relevance of love not only to lovers but also to psy-
chiatrists, psychoanalysts, and other mental health professionals whose
patients often enter treatment because of love-related issues.

Dreams of Love and Fateful Encounters is conceived of as a crossover
book that addresses issues of love pertinent both to lovers and to the
professional community, many of whom daily encounter patients for
whom key problems and conflicts relate to an inability to love, the abil-
ity to love but not to commit, extramarital love, love sickness, or the loss
of love. Even more fundamentally, the book was written for those, like
me, who have struggled to understand the importance, and sometimes
overriding power, of romantic love in our own lives.

Romantic love often demands a significant reordering of values and
priorities, and it presents the content and conditions requisite to such
change. Love creates a situation in which the self is exposed to new risks
and enlarged possibilities; it is one of the most significant crucibles for
growth. Romantic love takes on meaning and provides a subjective
sense of expansion only insofar as it creates a flexibility in personality
that allows a breakthrough of internal psychological barriers and taboos
and sometimes external ones as well. It creates a flux in personality, the
possibility for change, and the impetus to begin new phases of life and
undertake new endeavors. As such, it can be seen as a paradigm for any
significant realignment of personality and values; in this way it resem-
bles the great religious conversion experiences.
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My debts to the psychoanalytic literature and to the work of Freud
are self-evident. Of the major contributions to psychoanalytic literature
on love, I was first influenced by the contributions of Otto Kernberg and
by Eva Lester’s paper on the erotic transference. But I have relied on
many sources from different disciplines, from literature, and from films.
The notes to be found at the end of the text detail my intellectual indebt-
edness.

I am particularly grateful to Dr. Robert Hales, editor-in-chief of APPI,
and John McDuffie, editorial director of APPI, for the privilege of hav-
ing Dreams of Love and Fateful Encounters published under the auspices
of APPI. I want to thank, too, Linda Healey, who was the editor of the
earlier edition of Dreams of Love and Fateful Encounters.

And as always, I am most indebted to my husband, who is ever sup-
portive and ever loving, even when I get swept away with the love for
a new project. I am grateful, too, to my sons, Louis and Lloyd Sherman,
who continue to be supportive in every possible way. Last but not least,
thanks go to my able assistant, Jay Birdwell, who assisted me in updat-
ing parts of the book.



xi

Introduction

L ove has been one of the most profound interests of my life since
I was no more than twelve. I never feel that I know people well without
knowing something of the narrative of their loves, nor do I feel that any-
one can truly know me without knowing something of that part of my
life. And, as a practicing psychoanalyst, I have found that romantic love
appears to be just as important to many people—though not to all—as
it is to me. In Scott Spencer’s novel Endless Love the young lover David
has this insight: “If endless love was a dream, then it was a dream we
all shared, even more than we all shared the dream of never dying or of
traveling through time.” While I don’t agree with David that the longing
for love is unanimous, I think the longing for love, and the experience it-
self, open us to some of the most enriching and liberating possibilities
that life can offer.

There are many people, however, who are either dismissive of love
or fearful of it. Love has always had its enthusiasts as well as its naysay-
ers, and each group can provide ample evidence for its own view-
point—that love is a self-transforming and self-transcending experience
or, alternately, that it is a self-deluding and often self-destructive one.
But this very split in the valuation of romantic love, and the fervor with
which people declare themselves to be adherents of one view or the
other, tells us something about the power of love. Few other aspects of
our emotional lives are capable of evoking such strong and conflicting
feelings. When lovers are in the opening phases of love, they revel in it
and believe it will last forever. When love ends, as alas it very often
does, they curse it and feel that they were victimized by a storm in the
blood or by a capricious Cupid whom they swear to evade the next time
he aims his poisonous arrows at them. Those who have never felt those
darts may long for them, fear them, or make light of them. But for any-
one who has been struck, there is no denying that love, though seldom
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endless and never perfect, is an extremely powerful force, filled with joy
as well as sorrow. Moreover, it is a force capable of changing the lover
in profound ways—both good and bad—and these changes often en-
dure even when the love that engendered them does not.

Passionate romantic love is the subject of this book—its sources in
our early lives, its relationship to imagination and creativity, its capacity
to transform the lover and enable the lover to transcend the self. In ex-
ploring the subject of romantic love, I have been influenced by William
James’s admonition that to study religion one ought to look at the most
religious man in his most energetically religious mood. To describe the
experience of love I have relied on the testimony of lovers, and their ob-
servers, which is found in novels, films, autobiographies, biographies,
and letters. I have also made plentiful use of the stories of people I
know. Those that are retold here without alteration are used with the ex-
press, written consent of the protagonists. Others have been altered and
sometimes combined in such a way that the facts are no longer exact to
each instance, but the basic outlines are true to the central emotional
content of the experience.

Though what I know about love is surely based in part on my expe-
rience as an analyst, there is no patient material from my clinical prac-
tice in these pages, and this for two reasons. First and foremost, that
material is confidential. Less important, though relevant, is the fact that
many people dismiss patient material as distorted and neurotic. I am
not moved by this common criticism of theories that evolve out of clin-
ical practice, for I generally find patients to be as “normal” as anyone else;
but perhaps testimony on love from people not in treatment will better
convince nonbelievers that passionate love is a normal—and often de-
sirable—human occurrence. Be that as it may, I have not hesitated to
make use of particularly interesting case histories from other therapists’
practices if they have already appeared in published form.

Psychoanalysis has much to say about love and its relationship to sex,
psychological development, bonding and attachment, identification and
ego ideal. Yet psychoanalysis cannot be the only tool with which to exam-
ine the subject. Love cannot be conveyed or understood through the lan-
guage of any single discipline. In order to understand the existential
dilemmas inherent in love, one must view it from a philosophical per-
spective; in order to understand its cultural variability, one must utilize a
cultural perspective. I have brought what I know of both into this book.

I also want to address a common misperception: the belief that
women are more liable (or able) to fall in love and are more influenced
by it than men, who pursue their lives more in accord with the dictates
of what we think of as reason. The capacity for romantic love is inherent
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in human nature. Men and women both seek it. Love may or may not
be realized in any given individual, it may receive a higher valuation in
some cultures than in others, and it may take different forms according
to sex. While men and women may be more interested in love at differ-
ent times in the life cycle or may be more vulnerable to different distor-
tions of love, the power of love does not by nature affect one sex more
than the other. Love is a uniquely human experience, and it does not
discriminate between the sexes.

�
Above all else, lovers want to be together. Barring that, they most enjoy
two other pastimes: thinking, daydreaming, or brooding over the be-
loved; and confiding, confessing, or speaking obsessively about the
love to an intimate friend (or therapist). Consequently, most love affairs,
even secret ones, are almost always subjected to the scrutiny of outside
observers. The lovers and the observers, from their different vantage
points, will almost inevitably disagree as to the seriousness, appropri-
ateness, and value of the love affair.

For the lover, two aspects of his subjective experience are para-
mount. First is the centrality of his passion. The lover is lost in contem-
plation of the Other, and obsessed with the minute shifts, the ups and
downs, of their relationship; love intrudes upon every moment of wak-
ing life (and many of sleep). Second is the “fact” of the superiority of the
beloved. The loved one is usually idealized, endowed with almost su-
pernatural powers and attributes, felt to be the most wonderful creature
in the world. The lover basks in the reflected glory of the love object,
and believes (or fears) that life would not be worth living if the beloved
were to leave. The lover’s raison d’être and self-worth are inextricably
bound up with the continued reciprocation of love.

The lovers savor the secret knowledge that is theirs. In their experi-
ence, never has there been such rapture, such transport, such transcen-
dence and bliss. The flesh of a peach, the luminosity of early morning,
the sound of distant churchbells—the pleasure the lover takes in all
these small experiences is heightened by love, suffused with special
meaning. The lovers believe their friends could never understand, for
they alone (or in company with perhaps a few legendary couples from
the past) have been initiated into the divine mysteries of true love.

But friends are often dubious. Hers say (though usually not in her
presence), “He isn’t worth it. What does she see in him? He will only
hurt her, he is not to be relied upon.” His remark, “She’s not great look-
ing, not so smart. I wonder what he sees in her. She must be good in
bed.” If the beloved has a little fame or money, then friends may grant,
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though derisively, “Well, for her he’s a star.” Friends may even think the
lovers mad or obsessed.

Sometimes, of course, parents or friends may be as thrilled as the
lover, idealizing the love relationship along with the lovers. But gener-
ally there is a marked difference between the subjective experience—
rich, resonant, filled with promise—and the “objective” observation on
the part of friends—calibrated, calm, and judging. This difference in
perception is rationalized by both sides. The confidantes to the love affair
invoke the cliché “love is blind,” while the lovers tell themselves and
each other that their friends are just jealous. There is some truth to both
claims, but the perceptual dissonance between lovers and observers
goes beyond this, straight to the very essence of the experience of love.

It is precisely the lovers’ leap out of objectivity and into subjectivity
that signals the liberation of love. If it is true that the greatest breach in
nature is between two minds (as William James suggested), then we must
acknowledge the magnitude of the emotion that allows us to bridge such
a chasm. Once we lose the psychological sense of oneness with mother,
which prevails (if ever) only during infancy, we become increasingly iso-
lated beings. Sometimes that isolation is so profound as to be painful,
raising the awful spectre that one may exist as a consciousness all alone
in the universe. Only by sharing in each other’s subjective realities can
we mitigate that isolation. While empathy, intuition, and identification
all help, romantic love goes much further: it denies the barriers separat-
ing us, offering hope for a concordance of two souls; or at least for a free
flow between them—what has been called “emotional telepathy.”

Romantic love, subjectively experienced, is an emotion of extraor-
dinary intensity. The experience of love can make time stop, therefore
giving one the rare opportunity to live in the present and to escape mo-
mentarily the nagging abstractions of past and future. Love may confer
a sense of inner rightness, peace, and richness; or it may be a mode of
transforming the self. Beyond enlarging and changing the self, love
may also enable the lovers to break through the stifling limits of self.
Hence, it is a mode of transcendence, frequently designated as a reli-
gion of two.

While it is true that love can be an agent for personal growth and
change, it can also be a loose cannon on the deck of human affairs. Be-
cause of its intensity, love has the capacity to disrupt social norms and
conventions, giving lovers both cause and sanction to escape the estab-
lished order. In this sense romantic passion is the expression of individ-
uality (or of two individualities joined), sometimes played out against
the restraints of convention. Romantic love is the celebration of the in-
dividual and the pair, not of larger social units, and so it is that romantic
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love may come in direct conflict with ordered society. No wonder, then,
that it is regarded with awe and suspicion by those not in its thrall.

Lovers, too, may have reason to fear love. Passion can devour them.
In unrequited love (and even in mutual love, when its fulfillment
threatens to destroy already existing commitments), the lover is tor-
mented. In such instances, love is experienced as involuntary, not sub-
ject to conscious control and, therefore, an affront to honor, will, and
reason, if not an outright curse of madness. Even in love that is fulfilled
under the most favorable of circumstances, there is risk for the lovers.
Mutual love can end slowly, seeming simply to disappear, or it can turn
sour. Most horribly of all it can end in ennui and the sense of emptiness.

But in defense of love as the glue that holds society together rather
than the explosive that blows it apart, it must be pointed out that while
love may begin as a religion of two lovers set apart from the rest of the
world, it evolves into a socially integrating force that more often than
not is co-opted to the perpetuation of the generations. Love may sepa-
rate the couple from the group, thereby threatening it, but it is also the
agent of the group’s survival.

And even if romantic love is often short-lived, how mistaken it is to
think that its transience disqualifies it from significance. Such a point of
view bespeaks a miserly and reductive way of thinking, as though love
were a thing, to be acquired and retained if it is to be of value. To think
this way is to glorify possession over experience. Love is not an object,
it is a feeling and an intention (of the heart, the senses, the imagination).
Whether or not romantic love is necessarily doomed, it is the experience
itself and the difference it renders to a life that makes it valuable.

�
The divergence in the valuation of romantic love by lovers and ob-

servers is exactly duplicated in the way romantic love is regarded in
popular culture as opposed to intellectual and scientific discourse: love
is typically celebrated by the former and deplored by the latter. This re-
flects a deep rift in our culture between feeling and knowing. Our con-
temporary valuation of passionate love is split between two coexistent
and contradictory traditions—the romantic and the rational.

“Rationalists” regard romantic love as a foolish if not downright
dangerous illusion which creates impossible expectations in people and
makes them unable to just accept the good that is possible in relation-
ships. They associate passionate love with “consumptive heroines, heroes
wasting away with feverish desire, and deathbed farewells; with the
over-wrought, unhealthy music of Wagner, Strauss and Puccini.” Ro-
mantic lovers are faulted for their insecure insistence on monogamy
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and exclusivity, their encouragement of mutual dependency, their con-
fusion of love and possession, their jealousy and need to control the
other, their self-destructiveness.

Most academic disciplines either ignore love or treat it in accordance
with the rationalist tradition. Many people feel that to treat love seri-
ously would be to betray one’s naiveté—longing for love being consid-
ered the adult version of believing in Santa Claus. To the extent that love
receives attention from them at all, the predilection of the rationalists is
to discredit it as foolish at best, called into being by personal weakness
and neurosis. The debunkers of love view it as a temporary giddiness,
an affliction, or even a kind of illness or madness. The rationalist mode
of thinking about romantic love prevails in our professional literature,
whether of psychology, sociology, or philosophy. It has been said that
the three great languages of contemporary Western culture—Christian,
psychoanalytic, and Marxist—all conspire to devalue love. A more recent
view, that of neuroscience, contributes to the negative valuation by re-
ducing love to no more than a biochemical excitation.

Literary criticism is the only form of intellectual discourse likely to
give serious and respectful attention to love, and then only because lit-
erary critics deal with fiction. In fiction, if the novelist is successful, the
reader is enabled to feel with the character. In fiction, as in love, there is
the possibility of entering into another’s subjectivity. Hence in fiction,
where the mandate of the writer is to convey the emotional content of ex-
perience, love is a natural subject and is given its due. In most other
modern forms of discourse, however, it is description and analysis of ex-
perience (often by means of a quantification) which are the goal, not the
imaginative apprehension and recreation of experience. Intellect must
then preempt imagination as the means to the end. But without the
warm light of imagination to temper the cool linearities of reason, intel-
lect is doomed to the reductivist, if not out-and-out hostile, view of love.

Consequently, love remains for the most part the province of poets,
lyricists, novelists, and filmmakers. It is in works of the imagination
that romantic love is dwelt upon and celebrated. They may treat it rev-
erentially or fearfully, but there is no mistaking its centrality. And it is
because they do acknowledge love’s power that they are so popular. As
Emerson observed: “What books in the circulating libraries circulate?
How we glow over these novels of passion, when the story is told with
any spark of truth and nature!”

There is disagreement about whether romantic love is a basic predis-
position of human nature or merely a culturally induced phenomenon.
Morton Hunt even goes so far as to suggest that it is fictional: “Believed
in but not practiced.” Others feel that it is indeed practiced, but as the
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enactment of an almost exclusively female disease. The feminist cri-
tique, beginning with Simone de Beauvoir, often characterizes romantic
love as a rationalization for female subordination and dependency, as
the glamorous trap that camouflages the prison to which marriage con-
demns women.

As an antidote to the disease, whatever its etiology, the rational-
ists—including armies of psychotherapists, marriage counselors, and
family therapists, aided and abetted by the sexual liberationists and ad-
vocates of “open” marriage—counsel a cool approach to the creation of
stable, affectionate relationships. Insofar as contemporary psychoana-
lysts, and particularly some so-called revisionist analysts, address the
question of love at all, they attempt to distinguish “mature” love from
romantic love, loving from being in love: the former being healthy, the
latter neurotic (perhaps worse) or inconsequential, or just an adolescent
phase. Most mental health treatments of love are stale, antiseptic, and
preachy; they generally denigrate the experience of falling in love. In
essence they downgrade romantic love and endorse some version of
nonpassionate “love” which is based on a rational decision to commit
oneself to a person or situation. They counsel a kind of love stripped of
“excess”—mature, as it were—and based on mutual respect, shared
values, and common interests. Duty and responsibility are valued
above emotional pleasure and sexual passion. Their hope is that tamed,
mutual love will be less disorderly than romantic love.

“Romantics,” on the other hand, see the rationalist view as love with
the heart cut out. They tend to regard the rationalists as emotionally shal-
low or inhibited, fearful of their passions and imprisoned in caution.

But, ironically enough, rationalists and romantics often cross over
into one another’s camps. A realist can be taken off guard by a grand
passion. And often enough a romantic comes to understand the treach-
eries of romantic passion, if not intellectually, then experientially.

So it is, whether for reasons of ideology or experience, that many of
us regard love with a split or alternating consciousness: we argue that
most love is a form of self-deception or even self-destruction, but none-
theless we long for it and seek it out. We may denigrate love with our
words, but we consecrate it with our hearts. Thus it happens that, despite
the polarity of their values, the romantic and rationalist viewpoints can
often be observed in a single consciousness, either simultaneously or se-
quentially. The protagonist of James Salter’s novel Light Years remem-
bers passionate love as “that sumptuous love which made one drunk,
which one longed for, envied, believed in.. . .Gone from her completely
was the knowledge she once was sure she would keep forever: the taste,
the exaltation of days made luminous by love—with it, one had every-
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thing. ‘That’s an illusion,’ she said.” Consider also the related sentiment
as expressed by Lily Briscoe in Virginia Woolf’s To the Lighthouse: “Yet,
she said to herself, from the dawn of time odes have been sung to love;
wreaths heaped and roses; and if you asked nine people out of ten they
would say they wanted nothing but this—love; while the women, judg-
ing from her own experience, would all the time be feeling, This is not
what we want; there is nothing more tedious, puerile, and inhumane
than this; yet it is also beautiful and necessary. Well then, well then?”

Of course, such ambivalence in the valuation of love is no accident.
As already suggested, its cause lies within the very nature of love. It is
precisely because love is so powerful, so close to our deepest longings
and dreams that it may prove glorious and even transform and enlarge
the self. But for the very same reason, the pain to which the lover is
made vulnerable by love may make love a suspect, even a dreaded ex-
perience.

�
The conflict between “romantic” and “rational” appraisals in con-

temporary culture is not new. It corresponds to a long-standing bifurca-
tion in Western attitudes about love. Both attitudes may in fact be traced
at least as far back as Plato’s time. Plato bequeathed to us the original
Western conception of love, that through love one seeks the other half
of one’s soul, in order to form a union that will make one whole again.
But it is also in Plato that we encounter Socrates’ cautionary admonition:
“As wolves love lambs, so lovers love their loves.” Ambivalence about
love has ancient and honorable roots.

What is unique about our century is not its dual valuation of love;
rather, it is the extent to which love is no longer even deemed worthy of
intellectual analysis. Discourses on love have virtually disappeared
from our major intellectual enterprises. The interest in love has been
relegated almost exclusively to private concerns and popular culture.
This distinguishes our century from the several centuries that have pre-
ceded it.

The decline in the amount of serious attention paid to love may be
attributed in part to the fact that many of the great discourses on love
belong to religious literature, and ours is a secular age. In part, it is be-
cause philosophy—the last great sanctuary of questions relating to the
“soul” and the one discipline where love was addressed seriously—has
itself largely been transformed and now addresses analytic and linguis-
tic questions rather than metaphysical and transcendental concerns.
And perhaps the twentieth-century response to love as a fit subject for
discussion and thought has also to do with our rejection of what we see
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as the nineteenth century’s sentimentality and its animosity to sexual-
ity. In fact, we have come to think of passionate love as symptomatic of
the nineteenth century and the sentimental corollary of its repressive at-
titude towards sexuality. Hence, as we celebrate our own permissive
sexuality we downplay the importance of love, demonstrating once
more what is so evident in our own culture: the tendency to isolate sex-
uality, to reduce its contextual importance, even as we acknowledge our
fascination with it.

The main reason for the virtual disappearance of discourse on love,
though, is the enormous prestige of science in our age, and science’s pro-
pensity to value only that which it can explain. But that dismissal of what
does not seem amenable to testing, quantification, verification, and repli-
cation, of what is judged to be sentimental or based on feeling, is itself of-
ten pseudoscientific, irrational. It denies what we know of the limits of
reason, and of reason’s easy corruptibility by unconscious forces; and it
ignores the finiteness of what we now “know” or can ever know. Even so,
the pseudoscientific point of view remains very powerful, and it tends to
discredit the immense importance of all passions and feelings in our lives.

This tendency of the scientific attitude may be related to another pre-
disposition of the human spirit. “Humankind cannot bear very much
reality,” T. S. Eliot remarks in Four Quartets, and it is common knowl-
edge that the search for the private “truth” of any individual’s psychic
life evokes resistance. We are all too easily seduced away from the truth,
the reality, of our own inward experience, which may often seem be-
yond communication and hence beyond respect or value. Too easily, in
the name of the good, or the rational, or the moral, or the Christian, or
the democratic, or even the merely socially acceptable, we blink away the
actualities of our condition—the feelings, drives, dreams, and desires
that express, with painful accuracy, the depths at which we really live.
Not where we think or imagine we should live, or where society advises
us to live, but where our lives are fueled and our deepest satisfactions
experienced—this is what we disregard. We allow ourselves too often
to live lives that are secondhand and largely theoretical, devoted to
goods we do not truly desire, to gods in whom we do not truly believe.

Our need for authenticity is not, of course, to deny another and op-
posing need: that of believing in and belonging to some reality larger
than the self or our subjective world of experience. We must, in fact, rec-
oncile these apparently conflicting needs, and in some measure, and for
some people, I shall argue, this is precisely what is accomplished
through passionate love. But for all of us it is necessary to recognize the
existence of these contrary realms and to find some way of living—and
of feeling—within them both.
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To do so we may have to reconsider some of the discarded wisdom
of the nineteenth-century Romantics. That century’s impulse to roman-
ticism was meant to counter the one-sided legacy of the Enlighten-
ment—the overwhelming regard for reason. Victor Hugo expressed the
Romantics’ impatience with the strait jacket of reason alone: “How
strange that after eighteen centuries of progress, the freedom of thought
is proclaimed, the freedom of the heart is denied.”

In the romantic tradition, the fact of a feeling’s existence is sufficient
justification for and validation of it. Keats, writing to a friend about his
belief in the authenticity of the imagination, spoke with equal fervor
about the value of love, and about the essential correspondence be-
tween love and imagination: “I am certain of nothing but of the holiness
of the Heart’s affections and the truth of Imagination. What the Imagi-
nation seizes as Beauty must be truth—whether it existed before or not,
for I have the same Idea of all our passions as of Love—they are all, in
their sublime, creative of essential Beauty.” And he goes on to anato-
mize the failure of reason and imagination to find any common ground:
“I have never yet been able to perceive how any thing can be known for
truth by consequitive reasoning.”

�
Love is an act of the imagination. For some of us, it will be the great

creative triumph of our lives. In its very nature as an act of the imagina-
tion lies the source of its power for both good and ill, for it can indeed
exploit the lover’s illusions or delusions, but alternately can lead the
lover to transcending truths.

Perhaps the enormous appeal of fiction, film, and psychotherapy in
our time is that they are almost the only permissible cultural channels
of unrestrained subjectivity and feelings. They accept, endorse, and val-
idate the immense importance of that which science dismisses with a
condescending wave of a hand. They emphasize the importance of the
inner experience, of subjectivity. They have in common the ability to
serve as windows into another’s subjectivity.

Psychoanalysis, like fiction, ought to be well suited to depicting love,
drawing as it does upon both the unconscious and the imagination. De-
spite the long-standing hesitancy of analysts to deal with love theoreti-
cally, psychoanalysis, among all the human sciences, is perhaps uniquely
well equipped to do so. It is its professional duty, of course, insofar as it
claims human desires as its area of special study. But more important,
psychoanalysis is characterized precisely by that dialectic between the
subjective and objective which would make understanding of love pos-
sible, and communicable, by discursive methods.
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The importance of romantic love could hardly escape a psychia-
trist’s or psychoanalyst’s notice. It is the primary focus in many psycho-
analytic therapies. Sometimes the patient focuses on his quest for
romantic love as the search for a soul mate, sometimes, less grandly, as
the search for a committed, deep relationship. Many patients come into
treatment specifically for problems related to love. But even when they
come to treatment for other reasons, sooner or later most spend a great
deal of time talking about love. Problems of love are very different de-
pending on the patient’s history and situation. Patients talk about the
waning of passion and the loss of real intimacy (or the fear of it), the tor-
ture of unremitting jealousy, the inability to fall in love, or the impossi-
bility of finding an appropriate partner, the mourning and depression
accompanying the breakup of a love affair or marriage, the tendency to
linger too long in intense but idealized love attachments, and to feel
stuck in hopeless unrequited love affairs, or the longing for love when
the prospect for it does not appear anywhere on the horizon. And often
the patient’s erotic feelings towards the analyst also eventually become
part of the ongoing analytic dialogue.

Strangely enough, however, although discussions of love comprise a
large portion of the psychoanalytic (therapeutic) dialogue, theoretical dis-
cussions of love are notoriously absent from the psychoanalytic literature.
(There are a few exceptions, and they all begin by pointing out the paucity
of the psychoanalytic studies of love.) Psychoanalysis does give a nod in
the direction of love insofar as mental health is defined as the ability to
love and work, but what is meant is generally the “mature” form of com-
mitted love. Many analysts, like others, have regarded romantic love, with
its idealization of the love object, as an expression of neurosis, a maladap-
tive effort to solve a dependency problem, or an adolescent fixation.

It is both strange and disheartening that the subject of love in psy-
choanalytic discourse has been relegated to the periphery. This neglect
is especially striking when the paucity of material about love is com-
pared with the abundance (possibly overabundance) of work on issues
of sexuality—inhibited, aberrant, or driven.

Some of the reluctance to theorize on love may go back to the origins
of psychoanalysis. While trying to establish psychoanalysis as a reputa-
ble science, Freud insisted on presenting his theories in the guise of “ob-
jective” science in order to render them acceptable and palatable. Freud,
in attempting to achieve a science of mind, was very much a “biologist
of the mind.” He focused on forces rather than on feelings as the mediators
of behavior. Although there is in fact a complex psychological theory of
love scattered throughout his writings, most analysts have subscribed to
his most schematic formulation of love, which depicted it merely as sub-
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limated libido—sexual energy. In classical psychoanalytic formulations,
libido rather than passion is viewed as the central force in personality for-
mation. And libido theory is better suited to explaining sex than love.

Then, too, analysts have been most comfortable theorizing in areas
they thought were fundamental to human nature, and not so culturally
variable as romantic love. Clearly romantic love does not have the same
priority or value in all cultures. While love draws on fundamental human
propensities—in particular the longing for some form of transcendence
as a means of ameliorating the basic isolation of the human condition—
different cultures promote different means to transcendence. Socializa-
tion to the values of a particular culture plays an enormous role in de-
termining whether or not romantic love will be sought as the route to
self-affirmation and transcendence. Socialization also promotes differ-
ent strategies for the gratification of sex and tender nurturance. Some
cultures, for example, sanction the separation of passionate friendship
and sex. Moreover, in any given culture, men and women are often so-
cialized to different roles, values, and modes of transcendence. The ex-
perience of love, then, surely varies according to epoch, culture, class
and caste, and even gender. But as psychoanalysts have come to ac-
knowledge, sometimes to their chagrin, very little of fundamental inter-
est to analysts is ahistorical—not even the behavioral expressions of
sex. It is important to reclaim romantic love as a fit subject for psycho-
analytic scrutiny and theorizing.

However, even if that is granted, part of the psychoanalytic reserva-
tion about addressing the topic of love has to do with love itself, not
with the difficulty of theorizing it adequately. Romantic love has been
as problematic to therapists as to lovers themselves. Some psychoana-
lysts have developed reservations about romantic love, not on theoret-
ical grounds or out of any adherence to a scientific ethos, but because of
their clinical experience. Passionate attachments reported by patients
are often permeated with pathological elements. Some therapists see
the clinical problems as evidence of the limitations in all romantic love.

But, in fact, passionate attachments range from healthy to unhealthy.
By and large, passionate attachments belong to the realm of normal psy-
chology, though a certain minority are permeated with derivatives of intra-
psychic conflict. But those unencumbered by personal pathology are
nonetheless subject to the existential problems inherent in all passionate at-
tachments. It does not follow, though, that love is not worth the pain, any
more than one would suggest that life’s existential limitations make life not
worth living. Such a valuation neglects the good that can come of romantic
love, and also fails to take into account those fundamental impulses
through which love becomes so important for our patients and ourselves.
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�
This book breaks with the contemporary intellectual and philo-

sophic assumptions about romantic love. Instead of echoing the nega-
tive, dismissive point of view now dominant in academia, I will side
with the evaluation of popular culture, which acknowledges love’s vital
importance and its power. While it has been proposed that love is no
more than the combination of “physical gratification with a happy rela-
tionship,” the subjective experience of passionate love belies such an
oversimplified definition. Such reductionism merely exposes the naive,
over-rationalized modern understanding of love. It ignores love’s mag-
netic pull, its peremptoriness and imaginative power.

It is my central thesis that love serves an important function not only
for the individual but also for the culture. It is the narrative thread not
just in novels, but in lives. Love determines one’s sense of obligations
and time, or transforms them. Romantic love offers not just the excite-
ment of the moment but the possibility for dramatic change in the self.
It is, in fact, an agent of change.

Romantic love often demands a significant reordering of values and
priorities, and it presents the content and conditions requisite to such
change. Love creates a situation in which the self is exposed to new risks
and enlarged possibilities; it is one of the most significant crucibles for
growth. Romantic love takes on meaning and provides a subjective
sense of liberation only insofar as it creates a flexibility in personality
that allows a break-through of internal psychological barriers and taboos,
and sometimes external ones as well. It creates a flux in personality, the
possibility for change, and the impetus to begin new phases of life and
undertake new endeavors. As such, it can be seen as a paradigm for any
significant realignment of personality and values; in this way it resem-
bles the great religious conversion experiences.

Yet it is not my purpose simply to extol romantic love and point to
its value as an agent of self-transformation and transcendence. I will ad-
dress not only the aims or projects of love and its power to unlock the
soul, but also its inherent paradoxes and conflicts and its propensity to
disintegrate and cause harm.

There is an inevitable crisis or struggle in mutual love, one that will
test love and either strengthen or break it. Consequently, the fate of love
is diverse: it may be unrequited or the lover rejected; it may wane and
die, or it may modulate into affection. Not often, but sometimes, the in-
tensity and passion of the initial phase can persist and find a place
within a committed, sustained love. Despite its glories, romantic love is
notorious for its brevity, and—often because of that brevity—for the pain
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and suffering that may accompany it. But even in failed love, the lover
may still benefit and retain those benefits long after love has ended.
However, though the lover may be redeemed in love, it is also true that
he may be destroyed by it.

All these outcomes are natural by-products of the aims of love, which
are not only complex and diverse, but also paradoxical, and, at times,
downright contradictory. Love is an affirmation of what one already is,
yet at the same time one uses it to escape to a new self. (In the same way,
the child uses his mother’s affirmation as a springboard for change.)
Moreover, love can unleash destructive forces. Love may be devouring
or self-abnegating. Love is often coupled with domination or slavishness.
There is undoubtedly a potential for treachery to the self and to others in-
herent in romantic love. The question that haunts all who desire love
and seek it is how to reconcile its contradictory aims, how to enable its
life-enhancing qualities to triumph.

In addition to the existential problems inherent in it, romantic love
may also be disrupted or disfigured by individual neuroses. Because
love draws upon so much of our personality, it is subject to distortion
by our pasts, the histories of all our relationships, and the other pas-
sions that inhabit us.

Nonetheless, romantic love remains one of the most worthwhile and
transcendent human experiences, its inherent dilemmas and the fact
that it serves as a magnet for psychopathology notwithstanding. De-
spite the general cautions of traditional wisdom and psychoanalytic
theory, I am certain that romantic love is generally more enriching than
it is depleting. It is a magnificently human condition, and yet not every-
one will experience it. Despite its (usually) transient nature, it offers ac-
cess to the unconscious, lights up the emotional life, and brings internal
change in a way that often far outlives the experience itself. Romantic
love is the preserve of hope and imaginative longing; it is one of the pas-
sions that move us, that initiate the great quests and adventures of our
lives. Like so many other human gifts, romantic love has the potential
for both good and evil, but should not be judged by its corrupted forms
or dismissed on account of its transience.

A NOTE

Though clearly the lover may be of either sex, and the beloved too, it has
proved too cumbersome to refer to them always as “he or she.” Conse-
quently I have felt forced to declare my pronouns, and after much back
and forth, to and fro, have settled on the lover as “he” and the beloved
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as “her,” albeit with a few inconsistencies depending on context. I have
done so for two reasons. First (though less important), this usage is the
convention in works on love. Second, there seems to be a current preju-
dice that he no longer falls in love, moved as he is by reason or by sen-
timents nobler than mere romantic love. My designation of the lover as
“he” is a vote of confidence that the male remains as much a lover as
ever. But I surely do not mean to imply that “she” is not, or that “he” as
the lover is active and “she” as the beloved is passive. “He” may be the
lover and may love her—or him; “she” may be the lover and may love
him—or her. Let me also emphasize that the lover and the beloved may
be of the same sex. And in any of these permutations, the fate of love
depends not only upon the activity of the lover but upon the beloved’s
activity as well. Moreover, it could be argued that insofar as there is a
“passive” party, it is the lover, requiring as he does so much affirmation
from the beloved. The lover is the one who feels overcome and rav-
ished, in need of nourishment from the beloved.
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C H A P T E R  1

Falling in Love

In the novel Endless Love, Arthur, preparing his son David to meet
the woman he loves, explains how he became disenchanted with
David’s mother (Rose) and how he came to fall in love again.

“You were my inspiration—Seeing you in love reminded me.”
“Of what?”
“Of how I once felt about Rose and how she never ever felt about

me, until I didn’t feel that way about her either. But you reminded me
of how it feels. A lot of people never have it, that feeling, not even once.
You know that, don’t you? But you had it—”

“With Jade.”
“And you reminded me that I once had it and that I never felt so

large and important as I did when being in love was everything. I saw
you walking a foot above the earth and I remembered that was where
I used to walk, for a few months.”

Although Rose was not in love with him, Arthur had adjusted to his
marriage and accepted his lot in life, up until the time his son fell in love
and reminded him of what he was missing.

“I’d forgotten. You made me remember and then Barbara showed
me I hadn’t missed my chance. It was like waking up twenty years
younger…”

Many of us who are not in love long to be. We know only too well the
glories we are missing. We may enjoy full, rich lives and be proud of our
accomplishments, but still feel lonely and isolated. Friends and family
are no protection against such aloneness. When she was advanced in age
Helene Deutsch observed that loneliness was the result of not being first
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for someone else. Aside from brief moments in infancy and childhood
(when we may not even be aware of it), we hardly ever come first. But
love restores that blissful state to us. Being the most important person in
someone else’s life is one of the defining premises of passionate love.

Sometimes we are brought up short by the realization that friend-
ship, no matter how deep and intimate, cannot supply us with the pri-
ority of place we long for. A woman once told me of a poignant incident
that had occurred many years earlier, when she was a college freshman.
She was at that time involved in a passionate friendship with her college
roommate, the first such relationship of her life because it was the first
to combine intellectual depth with emotional resonance. Coming home
one night, she saw her roommate embracing a boyfriend. At that mo-
ment, suddenly she realized that she did not—and could not ever—
come first with her friend. Devoid of any homosexual urges then or now,
she was amazed at the depth of her pain and sense of betrayal. From that
time on, in an effort to shield herself from further hurt, to ward off the
knowledge that she could never achieve priority in such relationships,
she devalued friendships with women.

We long for intimacy, for priority, for the exaltation of love. Yet how-
ever well we may learn to wall ourselves off from love (in any of its
manifold forms) we cannot do the reverse and will ourselves into love.
It is said that it is as easy to fall in love with a rich man as with a poor one.
This means that one can and should marry a rich man—but one either
loves or does not. While following such advice (marrying a rich man)
may prove advantageous under certain circumstances, injunctions to
fall in love are impossible to obey. So Lady Capulet discovers in the
wake of her advice to Juliet, who declares herself willing to follow that
advice but proves unable to do so. In one of the early scenes in Romeo
and Juliet Lady Capulet urges her daughter to love “the valiant Paris,”
telling her, “So shall you share all that he doth possess” and demanding
of her “Speak briefly, can you like of Paris’ love?” The obedient Juliet
replies: “I’ll look to like, if looking liking move.” But Juliet, like every-
one who has ever uttered the words “I wish I could love him,” fails be-
cause the emotion of love cannot be willed into existence. Paradoxically,
it is love’s very immunity to social pressure and legislation that makes
it free, albeit involuntary. Expediency may dictate, but love does not obey.
Love is free from expediency and so is free itself.

Even when the would-be lover himself, without pressure from an out-
side advisor, longs to fall in love with a particular person, it is not within
his control. Lillian Hellman, writing about her friend Arthur Cowan, who
had declared her too old for him, finally divined what she thought was
his true reticence in relation to her: “I was what he wanted to want, could
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not ever want, and that must have put an end to an old dream about the
kind of life that he would now have because he didn’t really want it.” In
fact, he seemed to prefer fashion models. It is for good reason that Cupid
is known to be willful, mischievous, and sometimes even perverse.

Love comes when it does. Rather than willing it, we are struck by it as
though by lightning. Lovers experience love as completely spontaneous,
autonomous, independent of need—a gift, a feeling altogether inspired
by the virtues of the beloved, not by any internal quest or need (though
sometimes the unhappy lover may feel driven). The lover’s belief mir-
rors his subjective experience. He begins to fall in love shortly after meet-
ing the beloved: thus he attributes his feelings to an external agency—
the overwhelming charms of the beloved. Love has always been expe-
rienced as a response provoked by something outside of us—if not the
qualities of the beloved, as we tend to believe today, then thunderbolts,
Cupid’s arrows, or love potions.

But the actual dynamics of love run counter to our subjective expe-
rience. It is neither Cupid’s arrows nor the perfection of the beloved that
calls forth love. Love arises from within ourselves as an imaginative act,
a creative synthesis, that aims to fulfill our deepest longings and our
oldest dreams, that allows us both to renew and transform ourselves.
There are two great unsolved mysteries about falling in love (love itself
is filled with mystery). The first is why we fall in love when we do, the
second why we “choose” whom we do.

We do have a few hints about the timing of love. Sometimes, partic-
ularly in adolescence, but later on as well, one can be infatuated with
two different people almost simultaneously. Here the would-be lover
admires two prospective candidates for his affection and fantasizes that
one or the other relationship might evolve into love given the right cir-
cumstances. This capacity for simultaneous or sequential infatuation
speaks to the question of when we fall in love, suggesting that there are
psychological moments at which one is ripe, regardless of whether there
is an appropriate love object at hand. Though such a lover appears at
first glance to be fickle, it may only be his longing for a beloved who will
reciprocate that makes him seem so. Romeo is the quintessential exam-
ple. Although he died for love of Juliet, only five days before meeting her
he had been sick with love for Rosaline. Rosaline, however, did not re-
turn his love. This may be why, within seconds of glimpsing Juliet for the
first time, he forsakes his old love for a new: “Did my heart love till now?
forswear it, sight! For I ne’er saw true beauty till this night.” When Juliet
returns his love, he is transformed into the truest of true lovers.

Indeed, special moments in one’s individual development and par-
ticular kinds of life circumstances do appear likely to foster love. Falling
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in love often follows closely on the heels of anticipated or actual separa-
tion and loss, hence the love affairs and marriages that occur toward the
end of the college years or when soldiers are mobilizing to go off to war,
or even toward the end of an analysis. In one very close family where the
mother died in her mid-forties, leaving behind not only her loving hus-
band but four children in their late teens and early twenties, three of the
children were involved in serious love affairs within six months of her
death, and her husband within the year. The readiness with which some
widows and widowers fall in love after the death of a spouse speaks not
to their callousness, but to the very magnitude of their loss. The belief
held by some families that it is a deep tribute to the dead spouse for the
survivor to remarry is an acknowledgment of the longing for reconnec-
tion that grows out of the loss of someone who was deeply loved.

Sometimes being away from home acts as a stimulus to love not so
much by causing a sense of loss as by loosening internal inhibitions.
Consequently, separation may promote new possibilities. It is as though
an unbearable weight of conscience and rectitude is lifted, and part of
the personality freed. And so it is that shipboard romances abound;
widows, spinsters, and lonely middle-aged women seek their Roman
Springs; and love affairs flourish on movie sets and at business conven-
tions. One thinks also of the ease with which students or professors fall
in love during a year abroad, cut off both from the comforts and the con-
straints of home. As we shall see later, separation from the constraints
of “real” life facilitates love in myriad other ways. For example, when a
relationship appears of necessity to be time-limited, the fear of free-fall
self-abandon can be assuaged by the convenient external limits rather
than any internal braking.

The frequent love affairs between soldiers stationed abroad and the
women they meet on foreign soil offer solutions to fundamentally dif-
ferent problems: for the soldier, cut off as he is from the world he knows,
there is solace against the pain of loneliness; for the woman, the hope
for a new beginning in a world she dreams is better than the one she
knows only too well. But such love affairs are often extremely complex,
invoking such diverse elements as the excitement of breaking taboos,
the freedom of making counter-Oedipal selections, the glamor of the ex-
otic, the bittersweet joys of a romance played out against the threat of
death, and so on. The prevalence of this kind of love affair is obvious
from its enduring popularity as a theme in books and movies: one
thinks of men and their “war brides”—Lieutenant Frederick Henry and
Catherine Barclay in Ernest Hemingway’s A Farewell to Arms, of Dirk
Struan and May-May in James Clavell’s Tai-Pan; of Michael Corleone
(Al Pacino) hiding out in Sicily and the beautiful Italian girl he falls in
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love with and marries in Francis Ford Coppola’s film of The Godfather.
Something of this dynamic is also at work in the ambivalent relation-
ship between Charlie and her Israeli control in John Le Carré’s The Little
Drummer Girl.

In many other instances, falling in love appears to be triggered not by
any real or threatened loss or danger, but by the reverse: when there is a
situation experienced as stultifying, static, and all too enduring. Just as
first love facilitates the separation of adolescents and young adults from
their families (and any potential incestual threats), falling in love later in
life can provide unhappily married spouses with either solace or escape.

Often, however, the psychological circumstances that prompt a
lover to fall in love are unknown—perhaps unknowable—both to the
lover and the observer. In his twenties and thirties, W. H. Auden is said
to have despaired of ever finding love. He wrote of it in a tone both hu-
morous and poignant:

When it comes, will it come without warning
Just as I’m picking my nose?

Will it knock at my door in the morning,
Or tread in the bus on my toes?

Will it come like a change in the weather?
Will its greeting be courteous or rough?

Will it alter my life altogether?
O tell me the truth about love.

And indeed love did come into Auden’s life rather haphazardly when
it finally made its longed-for appearance. An account of Auden’s meet-
ing with his lover and lifelong companion, Chester Kallman, suggests
the way circumstances can conspire—when the moment is right and
one or more possible candidates are available—to promote the magic
synthesis of love. Auden was giving a reading to a group of college stu-
dents. “For a long time now he had been seeking the mythical beloved
in many love objects, but he had been disappointed. Then, suddenly,
during his first month in America, he found what he had been looking
for, sitting in the front row of a stuffy lecture hall.” Yes and no. He was
attracted to someone in the audience, but it wasn’t Kallman. He was
drawn to another young man: “Miller, tall, blonde, Anglo-Saxon, and
heterosexual, probably reminded Auden of the schoolboy chums of his
youth with whom he had been infatuated during boarding school years.”
Auden agreed to an interview with Kallman, believing Miller would ac-
company him. But Kallman came alone. Christopher Isherwood, who
let Kallman in, reportedly said to Auden “It’s the wrong blond.” After
a slow conversational start, Kallman and Auden discovered a mutual
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interest in a Renaissance poet and Auden “recognized a kindred spirit.”
And so “if at first Chester was perceived to be the wrong blond, by the
end of the afternoon he became the only right one.”

While it is often difficult to judge when someone is ready to fall in
love, except after the fact, it’s even harder to account for the “choice” of
the beloved. Toward the end of his life, struggling to understand what
had been one of his lifelong preoccupations, H. G. Wells wrote an analy-
sis of the longing for love which each of us feels (in varying degrees) and
tried to come to grips with the question of why we love whom we love:

I think that in every human mind, possibly from an extremely early age,
there exists a continually growing and continually more subtle complex
of expectation and hope; an aggregation of lovely and exciting thoughts;
conceptions of encounter and reaction picked up from observation, de-
scriptions, drama; reveries of sensuous delights and ecstasies; reveries
of understanding and reciprocity; which I will call the Lover-Shadow....
I think it is almost as essential in our lives as our self consciousness. It is
other consciousness.. . .It is the inseparable correlative to the persona, in
the direction of our lives.. . .

When we make love, we are trying to make another human being con-
centrate for us as an impersonation or at least a symbol of the Lover-
Shadow in our minds; and when we are in love it means that we have
found in someone the presentation of the promise of some, at least, of the
main qualities of our Lover-Shadow. The beloved person is for a time
identified with the dream—attains a vividness that captures the role,
and seems to leave anything outside it unilluminated.

Wells is clear in his own mind that our choice of lovers has to do
with our internal psychic processes—with imagination, in short. First
we create within our minds the complex of qualities that seems to us to
constitute the ideal love. But we each have different priorities, generally
unconscious, for those qualities essential to our images of the Lover-
Shadow. Whatever the shape of the Lover-Shadow we have created, we
then, by another imaginative act, transform some living creature into
the embodiment of this product of our minds. (We “try…to make an-
other human being [into] an impersonation…of the Lover-Shadow.…”)
Wells does not explain, because no one can, how the imagination per-
forms its alchemy.

In extreme cases, the lover may fall in love at first sight; what this
means is that he finds someone who appears to correspond to an al-
ready well developed image of the Lover-Shadow. (And so one falls in
love across a dinner table or a crowded room.) Though some relation-
ships born of love at first sight evolve and endure, many others prove
vulnerable in the extreme to disillusionment—on both sides. The lover
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becomes horrified at the beloved’s slightest deviation from his tem-
plate, the beloved more and more aghast at how little the love showered
on her seems to have anything to do with who she is. Rita Hayworth,
who became world renowned as “Gilda,” complained to many an inter-
viewer that men went to bed with Gilda only to wake up disappointed
with Rita, inevitably wounding her. Perhaps it is fortunate that for most
of us falling in love does not occur at first sight, but is a more gradual
process taking place in fits and starts as the Lover-Shadow and the real
person are brought into approximate alignment.

Sometimes the very opposite of love at first sight transpires: a lover
falls in love with someone he has long known. The classic story of love
at second sight is perhaps that which takes place between two old
friends when their situation changes remarkably, for example, when
one or the other (or both) is widowed or divorced, and the context of life
creates either the need or psychic space for a new love. Such was the
background of the relationship between Aldous Huxley and his second
wife, Laura Archera. Huxley and his first wife, Maria, had had a six-
year, warm though casual friendship with Laura; among other things
they were interested in her psychotherapeutic techniques. Laura wrote
Huxley after Maria’s death, and began to visit him frequently. Accord-
ing to Huxley’s biographer, the second wife “was not one of the candi-
dates resolved to enter upon a life of service;” in fact she was something
of a reluctant bride, being fearful of losing her hardwon freedom, but
what she brought Huxley was youth, drive, and renewal.

More dramatic, though, are those instances in which there is no dra-
matic change in context, but some change from within. For example, one
bachelor, approaching middle age, had had a long but uninspired court-
ship with a woman who wanted to marry him. He broke off the relation-
ship because he was not in love with her; but, a year later, he called her
again, saying he had made a terrible mistake and now realized how much
he loved her. He feared only that she might be otherwise engaged. She
was not, and they married, and are still, years later, living quite happily,
he still tremulous when he thinks back on how close he came to losing her.

In those instances when a lover falls in love with someone well
known to him long before then he must concede that some internal psy-
chological change has occurred which finally permits him to appreciate
the beloved’s charms, previously obscured to him by virtue of his own
limitations. “I wasn’t ready,” “I was too immature,” we hear such a
lover say by way of explanation. This lover intuits that love is related to
an internal psychological state, bounded by readiness and need, as well
as the availability of someone who approximates his idealized image of
the Lover-Shadow.
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But the process by which we shape the image of our Lover-Shadow
and “select” a particular love object is elusive. Even once we “choose,”
we may sometimes feel the choice is not right. We may be puzzled, ob-
jectively, by the inappropriateness of those with whom we fall in love,
though usually our puzzlement is tinged with wonder. For outsiders,
however, the astonishment at our choice of the beloved may be tinged
more with humor or horror than with wonder. The choice sometimes
appears so odd as to stagger the imagination of the “observers” of love.
Carson McCullers wrote from the point of view of such an objective ob-
server of love: “The most outlandish people can be the stimulus for
love. A man may be a doddering great-grandfather and still love only a
strange girl he saw in the streets of Cheehaw one afternoon two decades
past. The preacher may love a fallen woman. The beloved may be
treacherous, greasy-headed, and given to evil habits. Yes, and the lover
may see this as clearly as anyone else—but that does not affect the evo-
lution of his love one whit. A most mediocre person can be the object of
a love which is wild, extravagant, and beautiful as the poison lilies of
the swamp. A good man may be the stimulus for a love both violent and
debased, or a jabbering madman may bring about in the soul of some-
one a tender and simple idyll.”

In the Hebrew Bible, man does not choose whether or not to love,
only what he shall love. However, the implicit assumption is that the
object of our love determines the direction of our actions. Therefore, the
choice of what to love is crucial in a man’s life; it determines what he
will do and what he will become. This emphasizes something we cer-
tainly know about romantic love, that our “choice” in love becomes a
large part of our destiny. (It is this insight to which I will return when
attempting to confront the problems in understanding unhappy or
masochistic love.)

One comes to see that choice is intimately connected to the very stuff
of the self. The beloved is the right screen for the projection of something
internal. For some, the beloved must be someone who is envied and can
be exalted; for others, someone who needs rescuing or someone who is
viewed as nurturer. Or the beloved has something we don’t have and un-
consciously desire. Often enough, buried in the unconscious, the Lover-
Shadow evokes the dim memory of our earliest love—a kind of re-find-
ing; but for some the resemblance is to a bad or problematic parent. And
sometimes, it appears as though the Lover-Shadow represents a buried
or unexpressed part of the self rather than an earlier significant Other.

Sometimes the dynamics of choice are partly in evidence. If we re-
turn to Aldous Huxley’s life story, we discover that though he made two
excellent marriages, his most passionate experience of “falling in love”—
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during his first marriage—was directed towards another woman, Nancy
Cunard, of whom he disapproved. Here his biographer describes the in-
tense episode of lovesickness Huxley experienced:

Nancy went through a good many lovers; she had the kind of bad rep-
utation, that aura of casual lasciviousness, that can be an added bait. To
Aldous it was the ultimate of the pendulum swing of his flight from
puritanism... .But if Nancy was promiscuous she was also capricious,
and she was choosy. What she wanted were men who were more than a
match for her, strong men, brutes. Aldous simply was not her type. He
was far too gentle, too unexcessive and, with her, too hang-dog, too
love-sick. Unfortunately for him she happened to like him and enjoy his
company. If she did not strictly lead him on, she did not let him go.

Nevertheless, Huxley went on wanting Nancy, as he had said, against
his principles, ideals, and reason, even against his own feelings.

For it appears he did not even like her.
The dynamics of choice, like those of timing, illuminate something

of the nature of love as a process born of internal psychic need, culmi-
nating in an act of the imagination. Yet because love is an imaginative
act, our understanding must remain incomplete. In the end, the lover is
left with the explanation Montaigne gave of his love for his dear friend:
“Because it was he, because it was I.”

THE EXPERIENCE AND PROCESS OF FALLING IN LOVE

However unique and specific the details of our individual experience of
falling in love, certain general characteristics pertain to it. Falling in love
is often accompanied by physical sensations—loss of appetite, breath-
lessness, and sleeplessness. Lovers feel the growth of love in their
pounding hearts and in less traditional (or less poetic) sites as well—
their stomachs, arms, groins, and lungs. Love becomes a delirium and
is spoken of as a fever. These are the physical counterparts of the excite-
ment and the fear that accompany falling in love. And it is no wonder
that we are frightened. To fall in love is to risk opening up, revealing
one’s true self, and then being rejected. The most loquacious lover finds
himself tongue-tied at the side of the beloved, embarrassed and yet ea-
ger to please. The lover, preparing to meet the beloved, worries about
his smell, his clothes, his hair, his plans for the evening, and ultimately,
his worthiness. Falling in love is an agitation, a mixture of hope, anxiety,
and excitement.

Lovers always fear they might not really be in love or that they are
not truly loved in return. The lover alternates between extolling the
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loved one and wondering if he has made the right choice. The lover is
frightened at giving himself over to love, and that fear may take the
form of second-guessing his own choice, his own feelings.

When not doubting his own judgment, the lover doubts the be-
loved’s feelings. The question of whether or not one is loved in return
consumes the mind. “Does she love me? If not, why not? And how can
I make her love me?” For very young lovers, the half-joking, half-
serious ritual of plucking petals from a daisy gives voice to the longing
for certainty: “He loves me. . .he loves me not.” When a lover asks,
“What are you thinking?” he generally wants to be assured that the be-
loved is thinking of him and of her love for him. But even when the be-
loved loves in return, it is no guarantee that she will continue to do so.
Just as one may fall into love, so, too, may one fall out of love. Lovers
constantly alternate between fears and yearnings, torment and hope.

As the lover begins to fall in love, his thoughts and fantasies drift in-
voluntarily toward the beloved. In the beginning, and as long as the
courtship prospers, this preoccupation is most often experienced as a
high, a liberation, the greatest pleasure. The lover feels caught up in a
great emotion, literally swept away, and he rides the crest of that wave
of emotion with a feeling of exultation as long as there is either hope of
reciprocity, or a clear signal of love from the beloved. When things are
going well, the exaltation of love seems to offer a kind of freedom; nor
is this sense of freedom wholly illusory. Falling in love confers one of
the greatest of freedoms—freedom from the confines of the self. Mo-
mentarily one exchanges one’s preoccupation with oneself for a con-
suming interest in the Other. The lover is bound to the beloved, but
paradoxically he is freed from himself. He has the sense that someone has
entered his subjective world, and he hers.

Falling in love is a grand obsession, and the repetitive thinking about
the beloved is an integral part of the experience, just as distinctive as its
feeling state. In part, falling in love is gratifying precisely because it is
both mentally and emotionally so all-consuming. Thus, in As You Like It,
Rosalind, in the first flush of her love for Orlando, speaks in the voice
of all lovers when she asks her friend Celia to describe every detail of
her recent meeting with Orlando: “What did he when thou saw’st him?
What said he? Did he ask for me? How parted he with thee? and when
shalt thou see him again? Answer me in one word.” Though in other
passages she’s able to mock love, the sophisticated Rosalind is just as
preoccupied with it as a simple shepherdess. Thinking about the be-
loved often may interfere with life’s other activities, but these are seen
as intruding upon the really important business at hand—the strategies
and attempts to realize mutual love. (There are, of course, exceptions.
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Some lovers find themselves able to give themselves to work with an
unprecedented abandon.)

The passion of love comes to rank as the most important thing in the
lover’s world. He has found his passionate quest, and though it may
sometimes torment, it also comforts. Love eradicates all uncertainties ex-
cept the uncertainty about whether one could be, is, or will continue to
be loved by the beloved. Love gives purpose to living, meaning to life.

Because of both its all-consuming fervent nature and its instant abil-
ity to confer meaning, love has been likened to a religion of two. In love
as in religion, there is an object of worship, a means of communion, a
route to transcendence. Perhaps the most eloquent expression of the un-
certain boundaries between love and religion and the longing for union
common to both of them is to be found in the sacred and the profane po-
ems of John Donne. In the love poetry, the beloved is worshipped as di-
vine, the lovers are canonized, and the tokens of their love transformed
into saints’ relics. So it is perhaps inevitable that, in a religious poem
that began “Batter my heart, three-personed God,” the deity should be
addressed as a passionate lover: “Take me to you, imprison me, for I,/
Except you enthrall me, never shall be free,/Nor ever chaste, except you
ravish me.” The paradox of freedom in bondage is as true in love as in
religion if not more so.

Retrospectively, one remembers falling in love as all of a piece—pure
ecstasy, pure bliss. But, in fact, the experience progresses in fits and starts.
(This erratic quality may well have to do with the unconscious work of
aligning the image of the Lover-Shadow with the reality of the beloved.)
The state of falling in love is characterized by bursts of desire and exalta-
tion followed by feelings of withdrawal and boredom, doubts about the
loved one’s worth and loyalty, then a reawakening of longing in tandem
with abject fear that the beloved will have grown tired of all the waiting
and indecision. All of this vacillation occurs and recurs until the lovers
pledge their love (or until one or the other finally gives up hope).

Realized love—after the lovers have pledged themselves to one an-
other—is itself not a continuous feeling state; it is a series of blissful mo-
ments. Even when the desired merger seems, in magical moments of
union, to be achieved, the sense of joining is unstable and delicate. Like
water, love can vaporize and seem to disappear, but then it condenses
and is again visible.

LOVE AS CRYSTALLIZATION

Among the theorists of love, Stendhal (1783–1842) is its major enthusiast.
He was aware of its detractors, nonbelievers in love, and he despaired of
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conveying to someone who had never had it what the experience of
love was like. How can one describe color to someone who is color-
blind? As Stendhal put it, “Imagine a moderately complicated geomet-
rical figure traced with white chalk on a blackboard: well! I am going to
explain this geometrical figure; but in order for me to do so, it is essen-
tial that the figure should already exist on the slate; I cannot trace it my-
self.” Stendhal required certain experience in amorous affairs from his
readers. As one small example of what it might suffice a reader to know,
he suggested that a man ought to be able “on entering the room where the
woman is with whom he thinks he is in love, to have no thought but that
of reading in her eyes what she is thinking of him at that moment, with-
out any idea of putting any love into his own glances.”

Unlike other theorists of love, Stendhal focused on the anatomy of
love, not on its reasons but on its components, its emotional center, and
its course. Many questions—when one falls in love, with whom one
falls in love, even why one falls in love—he does not address. His task,
as he saw it, was to describe “simply, rationally, mathematically, as it
were, the different emotions which follow one after the other and which
taken all together are called the passion of Love.”

The metaphor on which Stendhal models his conception of the birth
of love is that of a branch or bough stripped of its leaves in winter and
thrown into an abandoned salt mine. Months later, the branch is pulled
out and is covered with brilliant crystals. It is, so to speak, crystallized.
Even the tiniest twigs are spangled over with sparkling, shimmering di-
amonds, and the bare bough is no longer recognizable.

For Stendhal, love is an act of the imagination. The fever of the imag-
ination does for the loved one what the salt did for the bough; the loved
one, like the bough, is transformed into an object of great beauty. “Crys-
tallization” in love is that process by which the mind idealizes the be-
loved and discovers fresh perfections in her. This process of imaginative
crystallization in love follows laws and has a sequence.

Stendhal discussed the process of crystallization in some detail. Ini-
tially, one feels only admiration for some quality of the prospective be-
loved. Next one muses on or fleetingly imagines the possibility of some
mutuality. Such an auspicious beginning eventuates in love only if hope
exists, and hope requires some sign from the admired one that mutual-
ity is possible. With hope, love is born and the first crystallization be-
gins. The lover now views the beloved in a different way from that in
which others see her. For the lover, her beauty, her soul, and her charac-
ter are unblemished. But in order for full crystallization to take place,
some doubt about whether she is his must intercede. As the lover fluc-
tuates between hope and doubt, the second stage of crystallization occurs
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and the lover is simultaneously or sequentially exalted or tormented by
several alternatives: that the loved one is (or is not) perfect, that the
loved one does (or does not) love in return, and that some proof should
be (should not be) demanded. This is a time of oscillating hope and
hopelessness, sweet torment and boundless yearning.

According to Stendhal, to fall in love, to feel the full force of passion,
one must first admire, then fantasize, then be given at least a shred of
hope which must be followed by a dollop of doubt. If one is lucky, mu-
tual love will ensue.

Naturally, there are exceptions to Stendhal’s description of the pro-
cess. Two people may meet and from the moment of their meeting never
be parted. For them, love at first sight is a reality. They seem to fulfill
each other’s pre-existing fantasies in the flesh, and no doubts about rec-
iprocity need intercede in order for “crystallization” to take place. But
they represent only the few. For the many, falling in love is a process
such as Stendhal describes, both for those who initiate love and those
who are reciprocally drawn into it.

However, if we are to scrutinize the metaphor of “crystallization”
we must note an obvious discrepancy between the bough and the be-
loved. The bough is actually covered with crystals; the beloved, how-
ever, no matter how he or she is transformed by the power of love, can
never appear as perfect to others as to the lover. “Idealization” is con-
temporary psychology’s word for that phenomenon which Stendhal
called “crystallization.”

IDEALIZATION

To the lover, the experience of falling in love is a direct response to the
special qualities of the beloved. By insisting that it is this special man or
that unique woman who has elicited the love, the lover rejects any no-
tion that individuals are interchangeable. It is the uniqueness of the
loved one that is cherished. In this way, love becomes a celebration of
individuality. Because of its insistence on the uniqueness of the beloved,
romantic love is antithetical to sexual promiscuity in which it is the in-
terchangeability of “sex objects” that is stressed.

The lover thinks his love is aroused solely by the virtues of the loved
one. It will not help to tell him that this is an illusion, that it is he who
has endowed the beloved with so much value. Outsiders say that
beauty is in the eye of the beholder, that love is a projection, but the
lover feels enthralled by what he believes to be the actual attributes of
the beloved. The lover (knowing nothing of the concept of the Lover-
Shadow) invariably attributes his love to the loved one’s specialness,
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not to the creative powers of his imagination. But Shakespeare, for one,
saw through the illusion with great lucidity: “The lunatic, the lover, and
the poet/Are of imagination all compact.” In saying so, his Duke The-
seus both celebrates and mocks the act of the imagination we call falling
in love. There are some famous loves that reveal the extent of the role of
the imagination in their genesis. One extreme case is that of Dante, who
never attempted to realize his love in any earth-bound way. Dante im-
mortalized his love for Beatrice in the Vita Nuova and The Divine Comedy,
but he actually saw her only three times in his life—the first time when
they were both nine—and he never met her. We know little of his life,
but we do know that he grieved her early death and that her memory
became his life’s inspiration. (Nonetheless, his idealized and rapturous
love did not prevent him from subsequently marrying someone else
and having children.) But all lovers, including those intent on the real-
ization of their erotic yearning, infuse their images of the beloved with
imaginative colorations and dramatizations, even though their apprais-
als will be admixed with realistic perceptions as well. (And as has al-
ready been suggested, love may well fare better on a long-term basis if
it is interlaced with substantial realistic perceptions.)

The lover generally comes to value all of the characteristics of the be-
loved. This does not necessarily mean that love is blind, as some claim,
but it does often mean that the lover’s appraisal of the beloved will dif-
fer significantly from that of “objective” acquaintances. Others may be
more beautiful, yes, but the beloved has a more interesting face, hers re-
veals her soul. Others may be smarter, but he is more sensitive, which
is what counts. And so forth. Loving may in fact feel so good because it
is so creative.

Often it is some apparently insignificant detail that triggers the ini-
tial romantic reverie. It may be the way someone lights a cigarette in the
wind, tosses her hair back, or talks on the phone (I personally think
such gestures “tell” much, if not all, about the personality and aspira-
tions of the person who is so observed). They are signals to those who
read them about the way the person sees himself, and, particularly for
men, these triggers tend to be visual. Very often, one remembers the
gesture or the detail as the beginning of the process of falling in love
only after love has been realized, much as Borges claims an author cre-
ates his literary “predecessors” by the fact of what he has written, after
he has written it. The emotional meaning of the present determines the
emotional significance attached to memories of the past.

However, idealization alone cannot account for the genesis of love.
Idealization in romantic love is much like that in other forms of wor-
ship. The atheist desiring to be a devout Catholic is a soul in search of
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idealization, transcendence, romance. Some people have the gift of ide-
alizing even the simplest moments of daily life. I always envied an old
German friend of mine. Whenever we walked down the street together,
he managed to find beauty where I saw plainness. He took pleasure in
the clientele of the restaurant where we had lunch; to him they were al-
ways a fine, cultured, and distinguished group. I lived in an ordinary
world and had lunch in a restaurant on Madison Avenue frequented by
well-dressed, upper-middle-class patrons and a sprinkling of art deal-
ers. My friend carried with him an idealized Rue St. Honoré that he so
dearly loved. Though we ate together, his lunches were always far more
glamorous and elegant than mine. (Retrospectively, now that he is
dead, I share his experience.)

The difference between the experience of falling in love and mere
admiration or idealization is this: in love something further is urgently
desired and sought. Something more is required. The would-be lover
senses the potential power the beloved has over him; he senses she can
touch him, fulfill him, gratify him in some unique way. The loved one
elicits some yearning, some need in the lover, which he believes that
only she will be able to fulfill.

In Stendhal’s account, too, idealization is crucial to the initiation of
love, but by itself is not sufficient. Though love begins with admiration
and idealization, it develops only when there is hope for reciprocity
and, eventually, the demand for it. The next stage requires that the be-
loved respond to the lover’s warmth and admiration. Only then may
the lover’s deepest fantasies come to some kind of fulfillment and his
wishes be realized.

As Sartre put it, the purpose in loving must be to be loved in return.
The lover, through his love, demands to be loved. Though the lover in-
sists that he loves only because of the specialness of the beloved, none-
theless he ultimately insists on the satisfaction of his own desires.
Otherwise, without hope for reciprocation, he remains merely an ad-
mirer, not a lover. Simone Weil states the matter rather starkly:

Instead of loving a human being for his hunger, we love him as food for
ourselves. We love like cannibals. To love purely is to love the hunger in
a human being. . . .But the way we actually do love is very different.
Thanks to their companionship, their words, or their letters, we get com-
fort, energy, and stimulation from the people we love. They affect us in
the same way as a good meal after a hard day’s work. So we love them
like food. It is indeed an anthropophagous love.

In love, the lover concentrates all his desire on the single object of his
passion. He desires her with his soul and with his body. It is his single-
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ness of purpose, the sheer intensity of his desire, its power and apparent
fixation which alarm his friends. He has symbolically destroyed the rest
of his world. His single-mindedness is like that of the child who wails
for its mother, who will have none other. And like the child, the lover
may feel that the sheer strength of his desire must be enough to achieve
its demand.

It is for this reason that the beloved may resist; she feels the consum-
ing nature of the lover’s desire and fears his voracity. The lover is trying
to own the beloved, to claim any and all relations with her, irrespective
of the effect on her. The beloved senses that despite the awe with which
the lover regards her, she is no more than love fodder to him.

THE VULNERABLE PERIOD OF “OPENING-UP”

The progression from admiration to the hope and demand for recipro-
cation and, finally, the fruition of love is a journey fraught with uncer-
tainty, particularly in its very early stages. The language of courtship is
tentative yet intermittently insistent, teasing and hopeful. Just as long
gazes herald the exalted stage of realized mutual love, so the emblem of
courtship is the sidelong glance, the fan its ideal prop.

Falling in love is, by its nature, predicated on risk-taking. In order to
achieve mutual love, one must gamble on opening up psychically to
achieve real intimacy and mutuality. But by revealing oneself to the
Other, one becomes vulnerable. Therefore, falling in love—and the ulti-
mate achievement of genuine love—requires an ability to trust oneself
as well as the Other, to reveal one’s weaknesses and foibles and risk be-
coming the object of fear and hatred, of condescension, humiliation, or
rejection.

In the very beginning of love, when it is still characterized by titilla-
tion or infatuation, in the first moments of hope but not later, passion
may be nipped in the bud. This happens if hope is undercut by the lover’s
knowledge that the beloved is bad, her reputation dangerous, because
without trust there is no real hope for true reciprocation. (There are, of
course, those few lovers who require some evil of the beloved.) The
lover may also renounce the possibility of love if he has been badly
wounded in love before. Or he may renounce adulterous love if he com-
pletely identifies with his children (or the beloved’s) and remembers
the hurt of his own mother or father abandoning him.

At first, when the lover is just beginning to fall in love, he may be
frightened that his love will not be reciprocated. Consequently, he tries
to seize the initiative and persuade or coerce the beloved to his way of
feeling; he is very vulnerable because he is unilaterally needy and want-
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ing. Such a lover bends all his powers of seduction to the task. This is
why courtship is so often referred to as a “campaign” (waged with
flowers or gourmet dinners, special kindnesses, and promises). The
frightened or self-protective lover attempts to persuade the beloved to
love him first, before he risks opening up. He may be motivated by fear,
usually stemming from feelings of worthlessness and inferiority. But
whatever his motives, by resorting to manipulation, the lover is at-
tempting to control the Other. The lover’s manipulations may be suc-
cessful in securing love. But those who employ them impair their own
chances of falling in love. Insofar as the lover feels himself to be subor-
dinate and powerless vis-à-vis the Other, even as he attempts to manip-
ulate the relationship, he cannot totally experience love himself. Riding
a wave of emotion and manipulating that emotion tend to be mutually
exclusive. When asked if he would prefer to be in love or be loved, the
timid or insecure lover answers that he would choose the latter.

The beloved, in turn, may also be frightened, fearing the lover’s om-
nivorous needs. Even if ready to risk being consumed, she may distrust
the words of the lover, perhaps having learned through past experience
that the suitor may not be sincere. The beloved fears that the lover may
only be simulating intimacy and caring to camouflage other needs. Men
are often accused of feigning affection and admiration in order to
achieve their sexual aims, but both sexes indulge in this duplicity in or-
der to gain their ends: companionship, short-term advantage, the grat-
ification of vanity or lust.

And the lover may be pursuing even baser ends. The lover may be
a Don Juan cloaked as Romeo or a Jezebel in the garb of Juliet. For these
“lovers,” the primary goal is a hostile one, to seduce and abandon or
control and humiliate. For whatever reason, they are emotional gang-
sters, driven not just by the desire for love but by power, hatred, even
sadism. Trapped by their need to dominate, these seducers are end-
lessly hungry and rapacious, incapable of experiencing lasting satisfac-
tion. Of course, their pre-emptory needs seriously compromise their
ability to open up. For them, exposure of the self is a charade, an imper-
sonation; they may have, as Clement Greenberg said of James Agee,
“the ability to be sincere without being honest.” Their openness is ulti-
mately inauthentic and used only as a means to an end. Seduction is a
base version, or perversion, of courtship. (Perhaps one might say that
domination, seduction, and courtship form a continuum of sorts.)

But even the would-be seducer may become a lover. One Latin Amer-
ican husband deeply estranged from his beautiful but over-fastidious
wife fell in love with his secretary. Distraught by his wife’s vindictive-
ness and refusal to give him a divorce, he felt hemmed in, and he alter-
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nately fantasized hiring someone to kill his wife or paying someone to
seduce her into falling in love. Given the circles in which he traveled, a
world of high rollers and con men, both fantasies were potentially real-
izable—the murder fantasy more apparently foolproof. But the husband,
motivated either by strictures of conscience or residual feelings for his
wife, or through the accident of meeting a locally famed Lothario, opted
for the altogether unlikely plan of hiring someone to seduce his wife,
with the intent that she would then press for a divorce. A large amount
of money changed hands, and the local Lothario went off to his ap-
pointed task. Strange though it might seem, the seducer saw in the dis-
carded wife the woman he had always been looking for, and did his job
in earnest. (Aside from issues of guilt and redemption that are sometimes
present in the genesis of romances of this genre, I have always thought
this particular Lothario was playing out an unconscious scenario per-
haps as much connected to the husband’s distinction as to the wife’s un-
doubted merits.) In this “inspirational” tale it is perhaps fitting that the
husband, recovered from his infatuation, wanted to reconcile, but it was
by then too late. Lothario and the wife married, and, over the years, fared
as well as most. The story of falling in love in a relationship initially em-
barked upon for merely utilitarian reasons is, of course, an enduring
imaginative theme; it is the plot line of Ninotchka and of innumerable
films in which a spy defects for love. Such stories portray the actuality
of a handful of real-life romances; more importantly they appear to ful-
fill the widely dispersed wishful fantasy that each of us may inspire love
even against the prospective lover’s self-interest or intended purpose.

In real life, Don Juans—more often than cons—may be surprised
into love. In Milan Kundera’s The Unbearable Lightness of Being, the char-
acterization of Tomas as a latent Tristan, living as a Don Juan, is compel-
ling. Feeling liberated and celebratory following his divorce, Tomas
spent ten years knowing many women, but never committing himself
to any one of them even to the extent of staying overnight. Shocked to
discover he had fallen in love with Tereza, he eventually became so
wedded to her that he followed her back to a restricted impoverished
life in Czechoslovakia, rather than stay in Switzerland without her.
Sometimes a Don Juan figure is merely someone who was himself
wounded in love, and whose retreat to a defensive posture is masked
by his assumption of an aggressive womanizing role—until the time
when he falls in love again.

Some self-protective people cannot allow themselves to begin to fall
in love until the lover has already declared himself. They appear dis-
tanced from the normal emotionality of the experience of falling in love
but may find a release once the words “I love you” are uttered. In The
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Two Mrs. Grenvilles, Junior Grenville and Alice Arden are having a pas-
sionate sexual affair and she remarks that he never expresses his feel-
ings and wonders if he is waiting for her to go first.

Enraptured, he stared at her and said nothing.
“I love you,” she said.
He felt unleashed. Torrents of blocked feelings flowed from him, a

lifetime of withheld emotion. “I love you,” he whispered to her, and re-
peated and repeated and repeated the words. He could not stop saying
them.

Sometimes, the love is not pre-existent. But, nonetheless, feeling one-
self the object of a lover’s idealization may gradually awaken new pos-
sibilities. Contemplating them, the loved one can be drawn into a
reciprocal imaginative process. Just as other emotions are contagious,
so love can elicit love. As the recipient of love, or the object of crystalli-
zation, the beloved begins by basking in the admiration of the lover. The
flattery of seeing oneself as the object of a passion can itself be the in-
ducement one needs to fall in love. But being loved ultimately confers
warmth and confirms worth only if the beloved comes to idealize the
lover in turn, because being idealized has value only if one’s admirer is
deemed valuable. Therefore, the beloved’s real joy in being idealized
awaits her own awakening to love.

If one waits to be loved, the risk of rejection appears to be diminished.
But such security is false. Even when one’s lover is sincere and honor-
able in intention, guarantees of security can never be achieved in love.
What’s more, some men (and some women, too) are experts in eliciting
love, but are notoriously unreliable in their ability to sustain it at their
own end. In My Life, Isadora Duncan writes of one of the legendary
masters of invoking love:

Perhaps one of the most wonderful personalities of our time is Gabriel
d’Annunzio, and yet he is small and, except when his face lights up, can
hardly be called beautiful. But when he talks to one he loves, he is trans-
formed to the likeness of Phoebus Apollo himself, and he has won the
love of some of the greatest and most beautiful women of the day. When
D’Annunzio loves a woman, he lifts her spirit from this earth to the divine
region where Beatrice moves and shines. In turn he transforms each
woman to a part of the divine essence, he carries her aloft until she be-
lieves herself really with Beatrice, of whom Dante has sung in immortal
strophes.. . .At that time he flung over each favourite in turn a shining
veil. She rose above the heads of ordinary mortals and walked sur-
rounded by a strange radiance. But when the caprice of the poet ended,
this veil vanished, the radiance was eclipsed, and the woman turned
again to common clay.
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D’Annunzio’s lovers were inspired initially only by his flattery, but
eventually they felt themselves to be in love. Isadora Duncan goes on to
describe their fate, one common to the rejected lover: “She herself did
not know what had happened to her, but she was conscious of a sudden
descent to earth, and looking back to the transformation of herself when
adored by D’Annunzio, she realised that in all her life she would never
again find this genius of love.” Falling in love for these women was the
response to being loved, the imaginative response to someone else’s cre-
ative act.

How can one ever know whether one’s suitor is sincere? There is, for
some, a perfect fantasy of what the ardent lover might do to allay the
beloved’s insecurity. The lover would declare his love and put himself
totally at the disposition of the beloved. This would give the beloved
the freedom to set the tempo of the relationship with the ultimate assur-
ance of his full commitment. In the original film version of The Postman
Always Rings Twice, Cora puts her lover to the test. She and her lover
swim out so far that she becomes exhausted and knows she can never
get back to shore without his help. She can now test her lover’s sincerity
(he has no scruples against murder; he has already murdered). If he loves
her, he will save her life. If he doesn’t, she is willing to die, because there
would be nothing more to live for.

Most of us do not find it necessary or relevant to put our lovers to such
a dramatic test. But even in less dire circumstances, courtships often do
involve a series of tests of love, one lover asking the other to prove his
sincerity. In mythology the hero must prove his worth by surmounting
an obstacle before he can claim the heroine. His worth will be gauged in
combat or contest, his sincerity in his commitment to performing the
Herculean task.

In extreme cases, fear of rejection can inhibit the full experience of
loving until after the death of the beloved—when one finally feels one-
self to be safe from the possibility, however remote, of abandonment
and humiliation. One woman who always spoke of her husband some-
what disparagingly and was inclined to ridicule him, secretly feared he
was going to leave her for his off-and-on-again mistress. When he died,
his wife experienced a profound change in her feelings towards him. She
found herself heartbroken, but relieved that her husband had stayed the
course. She suddenly valued his virtues and idealized him, mourned
him profusely, and thereafter carried a silver framed photograph of him
with her wherever she went. A somewhat tepid and tenuous relation-
ship was converted retroactively into a passionate love.

Some lovers, frightened not of false seduction but of the true reward
of love, mutuality, which they view as cannibalism, or as an enthrallment
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to which they might succumb, restrict their interests to courtship. Of
them it is often said that they prefer the chase to the quarry. Excitement
is everything, realization nothing; they may become love addicts,
whose lives are parsed out in rapid alternations of erotic excitement and
disappointment.

Given the almost universal self-protectiveness and instinctive dis-
trust that would-be lovers bring to courtship, it is no wonder that many
courtships end abortively or issue in marriages that have nothing to do
with real openness and mutuality. Yet some lovers intuitively grope their
way to the freedom of mutual love, and to the transcendence and trans-
formation it may catalyze. To the degree that reciprocity is achieved, love
will be realized and its idyllic phase ensue.
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C H A P T E R  2

Love Realized 
The Idyllic Phase

Some of what passes as love amounts to much less, hence the com-
mon preoccupation with deciding if an attachment is “true” love or a
passing fancy, the “real thing” or a mere fling. There are varieties of in-
complete or stunted kinds of love. In fact, the truncated versions are
much more common, having been called into being as the answer to
myriad needs. Whether one seeks relief from boredom, the palliation af-
forded by love on the rebound, gratification of the ego, social valida-
tion, or the pleasures of the flesh, the name of love is invoked to
rationalize and idealize need. Most of all, it is used to deny the existence
of the pains and problems that in fact precipitated the relationship, and
to glorify the result as a positive choice. Consequently, many people
who find themselves in relationships of a certain intensity simply as-
sume they must be in love.

Love has been subdivided into its various forms, the religious sepa-
rated from romantic love, brotherly love from patriotism, and so forth,
but “romantic love” is still too broad a category. Its purest form, pas-
sionate love, needs to be distinguished from three other forms with
which it may be confused (and with which it may overlap): carnal love,
affectionate bonding, and self-aggrandizing love. And, as we shall see,
each of these other forms of love has its own advocates, those who tout
it as the preferential one.

Mutual passionate love is the most complete form of romantic love.
The direction of this form of love is clear: one seeks union with the
Other. What distinguishes passionate love is its intensity, the strong
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mutual identifications the lovers feel, and their longing for union with
its attendant transcendental aims. I consider it the most complete form
of love because it is the one, above all, that allows for self-transformation
and self-transcendence. (While most observers would think that affec-
tionate bonding was a necessary constituent of passionate love, they
would be far from the mark. Sometimes passionate love appears to be
based on bonds of mutual destructiveness.)

In contrast, carnal (or sexual) love, although quite authentic, is
founded on the often short-lived passion of physical attraction, which
is experienced as the urgent need to possess the Other sexually. Occa-
sionally even a single night of sexual passion suffices to convince some-
one that he is in love; but generally when we speak of carnal love we
mean something of longer duration and deeper meaning. Sometimes
soaring into what Salter has called “great carnal duets,” this is the kind
of love most likely to be confused with passionate love. Novels and
movies afford glimpses of many such intense but short-lived duets, for
example, the ship-wrecked couple in Lina Wertmuller’s Swept Away,
whose love does not survive their rescue, or the steamy lovers in the
movie Last Tango in Paris.

At its height, sexual passion is an almost insatiable bodily appetite
centered exclusively on the Other, a fixation of erotic intensity on one
person. Often it is like a summer squall that disappears as rapidly as it
first appeared. But while it lasts, the hunger is for more than sex alone,
otherwise no one object would be so compelling. The lover often be-
comes physically and mentally obsessed by the beloved, who seems to
disappear even as she is possessed; holding her, the lover still finds her
elusive. Desire is perpetuated by the elusiveness of its object. The lover
becomes obsessed with breaking through the barriers of Otherness. Yet,
paradoxically, in lust unconnected to love, the lover does not seek to
know the beloved’s subjective self, predominantly only her sexual self.
And it is this that distinguishes carnal passion from passionate love; in
the former, one aims exclusively for sexual possession, whereas in the
latter one aims to know and embrace the Other, body and soul. When
experienced outside of passionate love, carnal love, however intense it
appears to be, is ultimately self-limiting, destined to fade when a feeling
of possession—of total carnal knowledge—is achieved. Nevertheless,
carnal passion is the type of love most highly prized by those for whom
sexual liberation represents the major step forward in the relations be-
tween the sexes. In our culture while carnal passion may often exist in
its own right, it almost always forms part of passionate mutual love.

In affectionate bonding, the form of love generally most highly
touted by mental health professionals, a couple gradually develops
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deep and reliable ties of mutual caring, interests, and loyalty. They
come to believe in one another and to feel assured of the on-going sus-
taining nature of their relationship. Not Romeo and Juliet, but Ma and
Pa Kettle are the exemplary pair. This kind of love may or may not have
intense sexuality connected to it; sometimes it may exist without any
sexual congress whatsoever. It may be the end product of what began
as passionate love; or, it may have developed as affectionate bonding
from the start, without any intense emotional preamble. But it is praised
for its reliability, predictability, safety, and warmth, and for the lovers’
realistic appraisals of one another as contrasted with the mutual ideali-
zation of passionate lovers.

In self-aggrandizing love (or vanity-love), the lover forms an attach-
ment in large part as a means to an end, either to achieve some specific
gain like money, a less tangible one like social advantage, or to prop up
his vanity or ego. Vanity-love is a very common form of attachment and
in some settings it seems to predominate. Writing in the nineteenth cen-
tury, Stendhal described the sensibility that informed such a milieu
then: “The Duchesse de Chaulnes used to say that a duchess is never
more than thirty years old to a snob; and people who frequented the
court of that upright man, King Louis of Holland, still recall with
amusement a pretty woman at the Hague who could never bring her-
self to think a man anything but charming if he was a Duke or a Prince.”

However, self-aggrandizing love is as common today as it was in
more aristocratic times. It was certainly evident in my high school in
Kentucky, which was situated as much in the basketball belt as in the
Bible belt. And sometimes its lures may even topple a pre-existing love,
as it did in my class. We had in our midst a lovely couple, famous within
the school, doted on and envied as certain high school lovers sometimes
are. “He” was a gifted basketball player, and in my high school that
made him a great hero. Every Friday morning, at assembly, the lights
were dimmed and members of the current team—football or basketball
or whatever was seasonal—marched down the aisle to applause or some
other show of acknowledgment. “She” was friendly and warm and mod-
est. And, as was the custom for class couples, he visited her in home-
room every morning to talk with her for a few minutes before school
started. They lunched together, walked hand in hand, and their relation-
ship seemed the very prototype of warmth and intimacy. They seemed
destined to be one of those couples who fall in love early and live out
their lives together.

But it was not to be. During the basketball season, as the basketball
player’s exploits waxed, he drew the concentrated attention of one of
the premiere cheerleaders. Now cheerleaders were the only girls to be
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accorded prestige and adoration comparable to that accorded to (male)
athletes. The basketball player wavered in his allegiance; one could
chart the course of his internal struggle by the pattern of early morning
home room visits he paid. In the end, his girlfriend gave him an ultima-
tum, and he balked, choosing the cheerleader. The new couple lasted but
two seasons; moreover, to this observer, the basketball player never
achieved the kind of closeness with the cheerleader that he had had
with his former girlfriend, their public preening appearing more inte-
gral to the relationship than any personal intimacy. (Some of the people
I went to high school with seemed to peak then, on the playing fields,
and it is my fantasy that the basketball player, like one of John O’Hara’s
failed men, remembers best his scoring basket that made our high school
the city champion, and his early, abandoned love.)

A typical example of vanity-love is the liaison unattractive or inse-
cure wealthy men seek with beautiful women. The woman is sought
not for her qualities but for the pride of manhood she confers; she is
more a prized possession than a soul mate. However crass the motiva-
tions, such attachments can indeed result in a form of love. The ugly
rich man using the beautiful woman as a means to the end of personal
enhancement, may nonetheless feel something intense which he experi-
ences as love, can be hurt as a consequence, and can feel great pleasure
or passion. (Likewise, the beautiful woman using the rich man as a means
to her ends may feel she is in love.) The lines separating the kinds of
love are blurry and wavering.

Trying to get ahead in turn-of-the-century New York society, Lily
Bart, the heroine of Edith Wharton’s The House of Mirth, finds herself in-
trigued with Selden and muses on her buoyancy of spirit: “Was it love,
she wondered, or a more fortuitous combination of happy thoughts and
sensations?.. .She had several times been in love with fortunes or ca-
reers, but only once with a man.” Lily is perceptive enough to know that
there are several different kinds of love and to see in retrospect that
she’s experienced at least two, but she’s not sure which kind the current
love is. Her dilemma conveys how hard it is to make those distinctions
about love when we are in it, and how intense it may be no matter what
its source.

In addition to the four major categories of love just described, there
are a few additional ones worth noting. There is a love more tepid than
any of the preceding, with little authentic passion, affection, or even
lust. Stendhal named it sympathy-love (or mannered love), and its main
attribute is its conventionality. While it may appear to the lovers and
their social set as constituting an authentic emotional attachment, it
lacks the substance of one, being essentially conformist or convenient.
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This love might have been Lady Violet Effingham’s fate had she fol-
lowed through on her sardonic words: “I shall take the first that comes
after I have quite made up my mind. You’ll think it very horrible, but
that is really what I shall do. After all, a husband is very much like a
house or a horse. You don’t take your house because it’s the best house
in the world, but because just then you want a house. You go and see a
house, and if it’s very nasty you don’t take it. But if you think it will suit
pretty well, and if you are tired of looking about for houses, you do take
it. That’s the way one buys one’s horses, and one’s husbands.” Of course
few are as self-aware as Lady Violet (which may be why, in fact, she
married for love after all, and fared very well). Many of those whose in-
timate relationships are limited to the essentially conventional are not
conscious of how much they are missing, and certainly did not set out
in a calculating fashion to arrive at a merely serviceable relationship.

There is one category that some observers would cite as extremely
common: neurotic love. Neurotic love, analogous to vanity-love, seeks
to satisfy a real need, but not the same kind of need that is met by mu-
tual, reciprocal love. Many neurotic attachments are based on depen-
dency needs or the fear of being alone. I was amazed when one
acquaintance, who always seemed to be at some point on the trajectory
of love, confessed she never felt the high, because she was too intent on
preserving emotional security and preoccupied with the fear of rejec-
tion. When not in an intense relationship with a man, she felt empty and
experienced a low-grade depression.

Mary McCarthy offers an example of neurotic love in her novel The
Company She Keeps. Enslaved by love, the heroine looks to an analyst to
help her understand what has transpired and comes to the following as-
tonishing discovery.

Now for the first time she saw her own extremity, saw that it was some
failure in self-love that obliged her to snatch blindly at the love of others,
hoping to love herself through them, borrowing their feelings, as the
moon borrowed light. She herself was a dead planet.

McCarthy sees love in this instance as stemming from a defect in the in-
tegration of the self. Insofar as one might generalize from this example,
perpetual lovesickness appears to be a misguided remedy for a defi-
ciency in self-love.

When categorizing love, one must also allow that these various
forms of love are hardly ever pure. One sees mixtures of all the types de-
scribed, and one type can evolve into another. For example, vanity-love
can sometimes evolve into passionate love, and sadly enough, passion-
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love may fade into conventional love. Nor do these categories by any
means exhaust the subject. There are still other ways to classify love’s
myriad, truncated forms. Mutual love depends upon both need satis-
faction and idealization, but one sees abortive forms of love that are un-
balanced in these areas. Appetitive love seeks nourishment only for
itself; the lover may demand that the beloved service him and yet he
may feel no real interest in her. Conversely, idealization can exist in the
form of admiration without any attendant attachment. And love that is
merely a kind of admiration is no more than a variant of vanity-love.
This must have been what the Katharine Hepburn character in The Phil-
adelphia Story intuited when she rejected the adoring Jimmy Stewart,
who saw her as a goddess to put on a pedestal, in favor of Cary Grant,
who liked to recall one of the few moments when she had fallen off the
pedestal—specifically a drunken night when she climbed on the roof,
and, stark naked, bayed at the moon.

Love addicts, those individuals who fall in love with great frequency,
regularity, and intensity, are usually involved in one or another of the
truncated forms of love. The “fool for love” is most often deceiving him-
self as to his true motives. Very often he requires the intense excitement
of repeated episodes of “falling in love” (as another might use a drug to
counter depression or emptiness), but is as a consequence inhibited
from achieving the pleasure of stable mutual love. The self-deceit of the
love addict can be contagious, enticing the person with whom he ap-
pears to be falling in love into reciprocating that love. The disappointed
lovers who are the love addict’s victims would say, in the words of the
song lyric, “You were only fooling, while I was falling in love.”

Many of the truncated forms of love are experienced for a time as
true love, and they do have purpose and meaning. They shouldn’t be
dismissed or taken lightly, but ultimately they do not have the same in-
tensity, depth, or capacity for expanding and transforming the self as
genuine passion-love.

THE EXPERIENCE OF MUTUAL LOVE

Love may or may not last. It may be as relatively unencumbered as first
love, or it may be entangled with the history of past lives—children,
husbands, wives, and lovers. But when love is mutual, for a moment or
a lifetime, annual or perennial, it blooms with a shape, a smell, and a
color that makes it at once particular and general, impossible to convey
fully yet amenable to precise characterization. Lovers often feel their
love as unique, but that very feeling of uniqueness is one of love’s uni-
versal defining characteristics.
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Regardless of its duration, passionate love is not only exaltant but
also transcendent and transformative. It changes thinking, feeling, per-
ception, even the very sense of self.

Obsession and Possession

In mutual love the lovers have an urgent, ceaseless need to make each
other feel—and confirm—the fullness of their love. When they are to-
gether, they search each other’s faces for the effect of a word, a thought,
an idea, a glance. If they are apart, they can think of nothing but one an-
other, and wish to know at all times what the other is doing. The lovers’
obsessive rumination feels almost like possession—as though thinking
of one another were tantamount to embracing.

If separated, the lovers live by two clocks—their own and each
other’s. She notes the hour when he usually rises and when he goes to
sleep. If she imagines they are eating a meal or going to bed or looking
out at the night sky at the same time, she is delighted. With friends, each
guides the conversation (subtly, they think) to a discussion of the be-
loved. They are bored and impatient when talking about anything else.
When apart, the lovers feel incomplete and unnatural. They find it hard
to breathe, lose their appetite, and feel an emptiness in the chest. Each
has a dread of something going wrong, imagining the worst when they
are not in each other’s company. There is panic when the letters don’t
arrive, the call is cut short, the weekend cancelled. The lovers alternate
between feeling a need to be cared for and a wish to protect the Other.

Pledges are made to establish the covenant of love. The covenant is
a guaranty of safety; by promising continuity, it makes the risk of open-
ing up seem smaller. Tokens are exchanged as the concrete expressions
of the promise that the lovers belong to each other, now and forever. The
ring and the pin are the material evidence of good faith and the promise
of eternal union. Sometimes items of clothing may be exchanged: she
will wear an old sweater of his, he will hang her robe where he can gaze
at it from his bed. These are the fetishes of love, the totems of the be-
loved. They are adult lovers’ transitional objects, akin to the child’s
blanket or teddy bear in that they, too, ward off the anxiety of separation
and provide a temporary substitute for the flesh, the person of the be-
loved.

In love, there is a desire to generate endless time. The lovers luxuri-
ate in the freedom to linger, and nothing else seems so valuable. One re-
trieves the present tense in love. Only the present matters, past and
future are dispensable, irrelevant. Love is valuable for the feeling it
evokes in the present, not for its use in generating future yields. Time is
reckoned by love’s calendar, where there is only before and ever since.
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Moments when the lovers are together are experienced as timeless,
but in separation they seem endless. One is willing to wish one’s life
away (if time would only pass!) in order to be reunited. As Shake-
speare’s Cleopatra pleads:

Give me to drink mandragora
That I might sleep out the great gap of time
My Antony is away.

Even when the lovers come together, there is an obsession not only with
each other but with time. Promises are cast in terms of future assurances
that the love will last forever. The spectre overshadowing love is the
fear that it will end.

When love is interrupted by death, the surviving lover may fear the
very passage of time that friends look to as balm for the pain. Time may
indeed heal, but to the lover time is like a terrible train, rushing the
lover away from the last moment with the beloved. Time becomes space
and inexorably separates.

Perhaps it is in letters that an outsider can best sense the lovers’ de-
sires to possess and be possessed. Even the pronouns reflect that ur-
gency. In one of his letters to Milena, Kafka signs off—as lovers are wont
to do— “Thine,” and then adds a parenthetical gloss on the word: “(now
I’ve lost even my name; it has been growing shorter all the time and
now it is: Thine).”

�
It is of course love’s very hallmark—its obsessiveness—that makes

outsiders so judgmental about love, ready to declare it a kind of insan-
ity. And who can blame them? The lover is utterly consumed, oblivious
to outside influences and obligations. But the obsessiveness is no mere
appendage to love, it is the very heart of love; it is that which permits
love to act as an agent of change. The working and reworking of the
same ideational content is similar to the “working through” that occurs
in psychoanalytic therapies. The lover is written in, as it were, into ev-
ery conceivable experience and dream. Such “obsessions” are signs that
a major psychic shift is occurring, with changes in allegiances, values,
perceptions, goals, and the sense of self.

Exaltation

In the arms of the beloved, the boundaries of the lover’s world expands,
and his life is suffused with a sense of drama. Excitement transforms—
and expels—the mundane, charges each moment with meaning, enrap-
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tures the body, and enlarges the spirit. Love catalyzes a kind of organic
high—the feeling that the true, most spirited, most alive part of the self,
long slumbering, has been awakened.

The lover feels like a king in loving; now he has his own domain.
Lovers, reveling in their exalted feelings, know that the real saints are
those who have gone beyond exercises of the intellect and returned to
faith through feeling. Only feelings lead to truth; the body does not lie.
In love, the most ordinary moments can seem extraordinary: “Some-
times, seeing Elgin walk across the room unclothed would make all the
breath leave Caroline’s body, and she would not even be conscious of
her gasp or that he heard her.”

The lovers feel that their love is the beginning of a wondrous jour-
ney: they are only setting out, and they anticipate all that is yet to come,
the life that is to be lived in tandem. Although the lovers may feel peri-
odic letdowns, they believe that their exaltation will not dim, that their
love will not die prematurely but will live out its life in fullness and joy.

The lovers feel a deep sense of affinity (known to the Romantics as
“elective affinities”), sometimes spiritual, sometimes “flesh of my
flesh,” often both. Their desires coincide; they believe that the way their
wishes and rhythms match must be unique. Nothing the Other wants
feels like an obligation or imposition. To be alone together and to feel as
one is to experience a harmony more perfect than either thought possi-
ble. The surprised lover exclaims, “You never bore me.” And even more
amazing, “I do not find myself boring in your company.” Together the
lovers delight in discovering their shared responses to experiences and
their common tastes. So intrinsic to love is this feeling of harmony that
the lovers want it to be experienced exclusively in the context of their
love.

Though Simone de Beauvoir and Jean-Paul Sartre committed them-
selves to a credo of sexual freedom, and by and large she remained un-
threatened by his affairs, there came a time when de Beauvoir feared
that another woman was more important than she, not just a romantic
adventure. Her fear had nothing to do with the other woman’s charms,
or insecurity about her own. It arose when Sartre described to her just
such a perfect harmony as that alluded to above. “The way he [Sartre]
described Dolores, she shared completely all his emotions, his irrita-
tions and his desires. When they went out together she always wanted
to stop or go at the same instant as he, and Simone wondered if this
meant Dolores and Sartre were together at a depth she had never
achieved with him.” De Beauvoir understood perfectly well—exalta-
tion and ease are indeed the emotional hallmarks of passionate love.
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Self-Validation and Joint Narratives

In mutual love, the lovers validate one another ’s uniqueness and
worth. They literally confirm the existence and worth of each other’s
subjectivity. In love, there is a chance for the lovers to be fully known,
accepted without judgment, and loved despite all shortcomings. The
lover thinks: “I never thought anyone could know me completely and
still love me.”

Here is Malraux’s Kyo contemplating the love he shares with May:
“A partnership consented, conquered, chosen.. . .Men are not my kind,
they are those who look at me and judge me; my kind are those who love
me and do not look at me, who love me in spite of everything, degrada-
tion, baseness, treason—me and not what I have done or shall do—who
would love me as long as I would love myself.. .with her alone I have
this love in common.”

In love, one desires to know and be known to the beloved. For some,
love is the first occasion for a deep interest in the inwardness of another.
Not just the major milestones of the Other’s life, but the most insignifi-
cant idiosyncrasies of habit and taste take on importance and meaning.
Whether or not she wears perfume, and what kind, may matter as much
to her lover as who her other lovers have been. Both are part of what
makes her who she is—her unique and indefinable essence, which it is
the lover’s ceaseless desire and ambition to try to define. Even one’s
own idiosyncrasies take on meaning because of the lover’s attitude to-
ward them. Her preference for red becomes interesting to her because
he notices it. He becomes aware of his mannerisms only because she re-
gards them with affection. The otherwise insignificant in both oneself
and one’s beloved is treasured and assumes importance. There is vali-
dation in love, because all of one’s attributes are noticed and are of con-
cern to the beloved. Our insecurities are healed, our importance
guaranteed, only when we become the object of love.

Lovers seek not only to share the present, but also their pasts. They
are jealous of each other’s pasts because they were not there. Each wants
to know the other’s memories, to recast their lives in such a way that
their separate histories were clearly destined to lead only to the present
moment. If their meeting was truly random, they mythicize all the con-
tingencies that led up to it, marvel at how close they came to missing
each other. All that has gone before serves as prehistory and the lovers
attempt to void it of meaning except as preface. They need to own each
other’s pasts. Sometimes she tells of an incident from his past as though
it happened to her, not to him; or he says to her about some event in her
life: “That’s not the way it happened.” Real, profound life is felt to have
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begun only with this love. Couples begin friendships with other cou-
ples by exchanging stories of how they met and courted. In this way
they present their joint narrative, their personal epic.

The construction of joint narratives is an important source of self-
validation, and not just in romantic love. One of the touching scenes to
be observed between mother and child occurs when the two are sitting
side by side, talking about the family’s history, perhaps poring over old
family mementoes. The mother reminisces about what was happening
to the child at a particular time and relates it to the family chronicle,
analogizing what the child did to something she or the father or the un-
cle or aunt did at the same time in their lives, or talking about what her
own childhood was like compared to the child’s. The rapt expression on
the child’s face is clear evidence that he revels in the importance ac-
corded to him by his mother. He interrupts with his own reminiscences.
He and his mother are constructing the narrative of his life and of their
lives together. (In an extreme version of this scenario, Thomas Merton’s
lifelong work on successive volumes of his spiritual autobiography
might be seen as in part an attempt to reclaim the feeling of importance
he lost when his mother, after the birth of a second child, abandoned the
journal in which she had faithfully recorded all the minutiae of Tho-
mas’s daily life.)

Most people make instrumental use of us, just as we do of them. We
reduce them to objects. We are not truly interested in the waiter; if we
are the waiter, we know that we are perceived principally as the instru-
ment by which a glass of water may make its way to the table. We do
not feel ourselves validated for our central and unique value until we are
central to someone else’s narrative. The lovers create a densely inter-
woven narrative; it signifies the lovers’ importance to each other both
in the present and in the future.

In order for mutual validation to occur, however, the lovers must tell
the truth about who they are. Validation cannot be complete without
full disclosure. If a man was homosexual before he married, he will
cheat himself if he does not tell his wife (though psychiatrists, who
sometimes miss the point of love, may counsel otherwise). There are of-
ten dire consequences in telling the truth, but there are always negative
consequences in withholding it. In Thomas Hardy’s Tess of the D’Urber-
villes, Tess’s husband makes a wedding night confession to her. She, in
turn, confesses to him, telling him of her affair, her ensuing pregnancy,
and the death of her illegitimate child. Even though she has been wronged
while her husband had been a wrong-doer, he abandons her. We empa-
thize deeply with her desire to reveal herself. To lie about those issues
that pertain to one’s identity is to forfeit whatever slim chance there is
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of feeling loved for who one is—not who one is more or less success-
fully pretending to be. (But, as accomplished lovers know, there are
stray thoughts of little significance that may be better left unspoken, be-
cause they would only serve to wound the beloved.)

Simone de Beauvoir was reluctant to tell Sartre about her sexual
craving for him when they were separated, and about the sexual arousal
she then experienced in response to accidental contact with others. But
reticence was worse: “If I didn’t dare confess such things, it was because
they were unknowable. By driving me to such secrecy my body becomes
a stumbling block rather than a bond between us, and I feel a burning
resentment against it.” It is through sharing deep confidences with the
beloved that we may master our shame over past and present foibles,
humiliations, and weaknesses. The necessity for this kind of openness
as a prerequisite to love’s intimacy, finds its way into popular fiction.
Daisy, the heroine of Judith Krantz’s novel Princess Daisy, frees herself
and is enabled to fall in love only after she confesses to Patrick Shannon
two dark secrets from her past: the existence of a retarded twin sister
and the brief sexual encounter she had had with her half-brother Ram,
who raped her when she tried to break away from him.

“We”

Love creates new identifications for the lovers. These are symbolized by
the new names they give one another, the terms of endearment they use.
Re-naming symbolizes the psychological fact that each lover now has a
new identity, special and specific to the relationship. Consequently, the
lover cannot bear to hear the beloved use those words with someone
else; he feels that they are his alone, and that through them the beloved
has created a new identity (a new narrative) for him.

However, in mutual love it is not just the Other who is celebrated,
not just the “I” who is enhanced, not just individual identities that are
transformed. There is a new being, experienced as “we” and perceived
by others as a “couple.” In Virginia Woolf’s To the Lighthouse, Mrs. Ram-
say, an observer of a couple’s coming together, muses on the occasion:
“She knew from the effort, the rise in his voice to surmount a difficult
word that it was the first time he had said ‘we.’ ‘We did this, we did
that.’ They’ll say that all their lives, she thought.. .a curious sense rising
in her, at once freakish and tender, of celebrating a festival, as if two
emotions were called up in her, one profound—for what could be more
serious than the love of man for woman, what more commanding, more
impressive, bearing in its bosom the seeds of death; at the same time
these lovers, these people entering into illusion glittering eyed, must be
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danced around with mockery, decorated with garlands.” (And so mus-
ing, Mrs. Ramsay gives voice to thoughts characteristic both of lovers
and observers.)

The feeling tone informing the “we” differs from couple to couple.
“The world is our oyster” is not the same as “Us against the world.” But
both are part of the world of coupledom called into being by love. While
the “we” is often public, sometimes it is illicit and hidden, as for exam-
ple, in adulterous affairs or when two young lovers continue a clandes-
tine relationship against the wishes of their parents.

The “couple” is itself the first child of the union. It has a birthday and
an anniversary—the day we met, the day we first went out, the day we
first slept together, the day we married. The couple—”we”—accumulates
its own history. The lovers delight in recounting it to each other, because
all of its milestones, however ordinary and inert when described to an
outsider—the time they cooked lobsters, the day they saw the giraffe
running at the zoo, the night they slept on a public beach—are sacred to
them by virtue of the power they have to revivify past emotions. Old fa-
miliar places, once visited by lovers, are perceived differently; they take
on new meaning and beauty in association with the memory of mo-
ments experienced there. New places discovered together are “owned”
by the couple. (Thus, the abandoned lover resents it if the beloved takes
a new love to one of “their” old places. Even in separation or estrange-
ment, the sacred places must be respected.)

The couple speaks a different language together. Others might think
this foolish—the pet names for each other, the baby talk, the made-up
nouns and verbs, and the verbal shorthand—but it expresses their feel-
ings for each other as no other language could. The fact of a private lan-
guage symbolizes the uniqueness of their love. To describe their love to
the outside world—no, for that they would need to quote poetry or love
songs. No one else could understand. They have the sense that few if
any have had their experience, that their love is unique, and that a love
such as theirs can only end with death.

Not only do the lovers speak a separate language; they also long to
inhabit a separate magical place. They experience themselves joined in
an almost virginal pure love. But they sometimes fear that their love
might become contaminated if they are immersed in an impoverished
physical world or a depressed or hostile interpersonal one. If so, they try
to elude that fate by escape to the imaginative world of make-believe. The
dream of the picket-fenced, rose-covered cottage is the wishful fantasy
of romantic isolation from the corrosive influences of the external
world. The lovers are innocents aspiring to return to the Garden of Eden
or to enter into the Promised Land. Movies invoke this fantasy in all
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those stories depicting a pair of lovers isolated on a South Sea Island.
The lovers’ fantasied world attempts to keep their love pure. Alter-
nately the power of the imagination may be so great that the lovers are
able to project their feelings onto their environment; then the world be-
comes more intense, more beautiful, and less threatening. City streets
become glamorous, filled with the lovers’ own sense of life and joy, the
small town takes on a Thornton Wilderesque aura of intimacy and sus-
pended magic. Whatever the place, it can undergo love’s sea change and
be seen as wondrous.

Insofar as the “we” constitutes a world unto itself, its boundaries are
marked by secrets. If feelings, perceptions, or insights are unshared or
unspoken they lose their significance—likewise if they are shared indis-
criminately. The creation of mutual secrets and confession of past ones
signify the importance not only of the secrets’ content but of the lovers’
bond as well. Secrets are rooted in intimacy, trust, and commitment.
However trivial they may appear to be, confidences play a vital role in
our psychic lives—perhaps reversing that childhood ignominy when
we were excluded from our parents’ conversations and bedrooms. The
shared secrets between lovers comprise more than the exchanged con-
fidences of past skeletons; they are made up of private jokes and the
knowledge of sexual preferences, hidden antipathies, and concealed
ambitions. For lovers, to betray one another’s secrets is a major transgres-
sion—and some loves have been shattered upon the discovery of such a
betrayal. For some lovers, not even sexual infidelity rankles so much as
the disclosure of one’s sexual idiosyncrasies or hidden fears to a third
party. Furthermore, lovers expect the sacred trust engendered by
shared secrets to be respected even if love ends. Just as shared secrets
affirm love, a solitary secret may signal and symbolize the end of per-
fect mutual love. In Light Years Viri asserts his psychological separation
from his wife by having an affair which he keeps hidden from her: “He
was empty, at peace.. .He had come in from the sea, from a thrilling
voyage. He had straightened his clothes, brushed his hair. He was filled
with secrets, deceptions that had made him whole.”

The Sense of Merger and Transcendence

Lovers may go beyond a sense of joint identity, may feel that they have
in fact merged. Charles Williams said, “Love you? I am you,” perhaps
echoing Cathy’s famous declaration, “Nelly, I am Heathcliff.” Lovers
play on merging their names as a symbol of soulful merging. The Duke
and Duchess of Windsor, in their love letters written before their
marriage, referred to themselves as “WE,” the W standing for Wallis
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and the E for Edward. I have friends who sign their correspondence
“Georgellen.”

The impulse to merge is often expressed by homely metaphors of
bodily incorporation: “I could eat you up,” “He inhaled her presence,”
“She drank him in with her eyes.” The lover feels the Other to be so
much a part of him that she has incorporated him, or he her. Each step
of intimacy suggests the next: talking becomes like touching, touching
like making love, making love a merging of souls. Sex does not simply
serve lust, but the transcendent aims of merger. Through the compul-
sion to merge, the lovers become more aware of their bodies. Each lover
lives in his body and is grateful for it, for it is the instrument of his de-
sire for union. Not only does it allow him to make love to his beloved
but it offers the possibility of making that love manifest in the form of a
child. The body is both metaphor and instrument of the longing to
merge. The body has become a tool for the soul.

Sex informed by love results in heightened sexuality. It is in love that
one is granted the most compelling sexual experiences of one’s life.
Every sexual act is informed with wonder, tenderness, and awe. Other
women, other men cease to interest the lover. In the phase of idyllic
love, the lover is passionately monogamous—even if he in fact sleeps
with someone else. (For some, “object constancy” depends on whom
they think of when they make love, not whom they are with.)

In the act of making love, in the very act of pleasing both himself and
his beloved, the lover comes to feel a unique intimacy with her; then the
lovers often feel a sense of merging. Sex is a sacred rite in the religion of
mutual love, and like all sacred rites, is an encounter with the mysteries.

At moments of spiritual union—transcendent moments as it were—
whether the route to union is sexual or otherwise, time no longer exists.
The moment is timeless, eternal, the boundaries of self dissolve though
paradoxically the self is neither lost nor diminished. Quite the contrary,
the self is affirmed and enriched. The sensory perceptions of that instant
are heightened and its emotional resonance enshrined in memory. For
such a moment, one will sacrifice the future and the past. The memory
of it can be suppressed but never really obliterated; it may return unex-
pectedly and it can always be recalled at will.

Quarrels and Tests

Most lovers mark the occasion of their first quarrel. In the beginning of
the love affair they marvel at the absence of acrimony or argument, as-
suming this to be the natural result of their perfect harmony. After the
first quarrel, however, they breathe a sigh of relief. They have survived
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the threat of mutual anger, and their love has been proved strong. They
reassure one another that fights or the lack of them have nothing to do
with harmony; at worst they are counterpoint in the music of love.

The mystique surrounding the first quarrel reveals a good deal about
romantic love. Part of love’s magic is the freedom it grants from the am-
bivalence inherent in most relationships. In romantic love, the lovers do
not weigh and balance; they feel love without rancor, anger, or ambiva-
lence. Obsessive personalities in particular, because they are by nature
more ambivalent than most, feel the freedom from ambivalence that
comes with love as an immense liberating force. Their love is like a spar-
kling mountain stream or a dam breaking open. Such a sweep of emotion
is a revolution, a blessing, a release.

Once past the first quarrel, different lovers react differently to suc-
cessive quarrels. If love is freedom from ambivalence, how bitter it can
be when fault-finding and anger enter. For some, it marks the end of the
idyllic period. Emotional life goes back to “normal.” For others, as long
as the quarrels are “passionate,” the resolution of the quarrel (more often
than not in love-making) symbolically reenacts the expulsion of ambiv-
alence. To them arguments are like periodic Bacchanalia, or Carnival;
they give the release that allows the passion to continue. For these lov-
ers, the slippery slope is the risk of unleashing authentic instead of rit-
ualized anger. Sometimes lovers are distraught when they learn that
rage runs just below the surface of passion.

For other lovers, spats are a form of coquetry they enjoy, a love
dance, in which the ritualization of ambivalence, rather than its expul-
sion, is itself the desired end. For these lovers, the slippery slope is insi-
pidity.

Still others interpret passionate anger and even violence as the sure
signs of love, because only through such palpable intensity does love
seem validated to them. Of course, this is most common among lovers
with strong streaks of masochism and sadism. For them, raging love ra-
tionalizes aggressive tendencies that might otherwise be regarded with
suspicion.

Even without quarrels there remain tests to meet, barriers to over-
come. The joint institutionalization of their lives together is no easy task.
Each has other priorities and commitments, and each has goals separate
from the other. It is in this stage that one commonly sees the first great
struggle in love.

The lovers are now one, but they have also realized that they main-
tain separate priorities. Differences crystallize. She believes if he loved
her he would agree to her demands. He believes that if she loved him
she would not make such impossible requests. Each feels love toward the
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other, but there are limits—despite each one’s belief that there should be
no limits. He fears the loss of his autonomy and pulls away. “I’ve had
the experience,” he says, by which he implies that nothing further that
is new or expansive will take place even if the relationship continues.
But he wants to replace her with a duplicate, in order to deny her unique-
ness and his need for her. He is naive and tries to fall in love with a new
woman. Of course, he will usually return to his beloved. He tries to re-
consider her point of view, her issue, and to make an accommodation.
Then she must decide between pride and love.

If they are to survive as a couple, these issues must be resolved or
pushed aside. Their basic goals, with each other or in the world, must
coincide or at least overlap. For love to proceed, they must compromise,
settle the issues between them, and declare their unity and common
purpose. Above all, the couple itself, the “we,” must take first priority.

TRANSFORMATION AND RELEASE IN REALIZED LOVE

With the beloved, the lover discovers a new world of feeling and mean-
ing. But as it turns out, love changes more than the scope of the lover’s
experience; it changes the lover as well. Both the exaltation of love and
the obsessive preoccupation with it are so dramatic that they tend to ob-
scure this cardinal feature of passionate love: it changes the lover, most
often, but not invariably, for the good. Theorists of love have spent so
much time on the lover’s perception of the beloved that they tend to
minimize the profound internal changes that take place in the psyche of
the lover. They focus on the lover’s idealization of the beloved and his
subsequent de-idealization, when illusion is shattered by the most relent-
less of all debunkers, the dailiness of life together. And yet, not all love
ends in de-idealization of the beloved. But all love does eventuate in
some change in the lover, whether great or small, for better or for worse.

It has been said that love “like a certain divine rage and enthusiasm,
seizes on man at one period and works a revolution in his mind and
body; unites him to his race, pledges him to the domestic and civic re-
lations, carries him with new sympathy into nature, enhances the
power of the senses, opens the imagination, adds to his character heroic
and sacred attributes, establishes marriage and gives permanence to
human society.” This fact of change in the lover is so obvious that it
ought to be a truism about love, but it escapes notice. Just as there is
thought to be a ladder of love ascending from the bestial to the celestial,
so, too, is there a ladder of successively etherealized changes in the
lover, beginning with the merely physical.
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�
Love allows the lover to feel more attractive. The magical transfor-

mation of appearance in love is the main plot device of many a popular
novel and movie. In the movie The Enchanted Cottage, a homely couple
fall in love and come to see each other as beautiful, despite the fact that
they are objectively unchanged. Similarly, in the movie Mr. Skeffington,
the heroine Mrs. Skeffington is a ruined beauty who has lost her hair and
reconciles herself to her altered state only when she is reconciled with
Mr. Skeffington, who still perceives her as beautiful (enabled to do so
not only because, like love, he is blind, but because he has never stopped
loving her). Lovers confer beauty where it does not, objectively, exist,
because both lover and beloved are enabled, through the power of love,
to believe in that beauty.

However, it is also true that, even in the eyes of the objective ob-
server, beauty can bloom with love’s nurturing. Many girls grow up be-
lieving that if they fall in love—and take off their glasses or let down
their hair—they will become beautiful, that being a premise in many of
the love stories that supply basic life plots to the imagination. And there
is some truth to this: love sometimes literally does change the way the
lover looks.

Some people claim to be able to diagnose pregnancy in the eyes of
the expectant mother; others claim the state of being in love can be dis-
cerned in the lover’s eyes. One is almost shocked if the bride lacks the
radiance we have come to associate with love. Convention has it that
the lover becomes more attractive, sometimes because of an inner spir-
itual change that lends luster to the exterior, sometimes, more practi-
cally speaking, because of an increase in confidence and the freedom to
experiment with appearance. Women often intuit when a close friend is
embarking on an affair—and the first clue may well be her radiance.
Love, transcendent sex, and weight loss go together and may all act in
the same direction, to improve the lover’s appearance.

Conversely, observers sense a crisis if the appearance of one or both
of the lovers abruptly deteriorates. If a wife suddenly gains weight, her
friends assume that there has been some sexual or emotional disruption
in her marital relationship.

�
When lovers come together to form a “We,” there are frequently

changes in their situations. Sometimes these changes appear to be
merely external, however dramatic they may be. One thinks of all the
Cinderella stories: the commoner who marries the king, the au pair who
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marries the millionaire’s son, or, conversely, the prince who gives up his
kingdom for the woman he loves. But changes in situation create changes
in role. In assuming new responsibilities and different roles, one
stretches one’s potential in ways that are impossible without definitive
internal changes. The complaint is sometimes raised against love that it
causes lovers to make vows and to incur a new set of duties. This may
sometimes be the undoing of love but it also offers new beginnings.

More fundamentally, there also appears to be changes in the lover’s
sense of self. Love evokes in us something positive; at its best it gives us
a sense of goodness, restoration, harmony, and mutuality. Because of
the way in which each lover sees the other as his best self, the worth of
each, previously buried or unrealized, is allowed to surface. It is this
goodness towards which love strives. The lover feels expanded, con-
scious of new powers and a newfound goodness within himself. He at-
tempts to be his best self, not in the sense of putting his best foot
forward, as he might in courtship, but in the deeper sense of rising to
the occasion, of feeling stretched by a new and profound experience.
The beloved sees good in the lover, of which the lover was only dimly
aware. Often what allows us to fall in love is the lovely picture of our-
selves reflected in the lover’s eyes. That picture enables us to love our-
selves and hence to love another. We often become more lovable as a
result of being loved. The new self is richer and fuller.

Sexual inhibitions are often dissolved in love. For Celie, the heroine
of Alice Walker’s The Color Purple, who had been an abused child and
then an abused wife, sexual awakening (and spiritual salvation) comes
through the idealization and love she conceives for her husband’s great
love, a blues singer named Shug. The entire novel is written in the form
of letters, and in one letter addressed to God, Celie describes her sexual
awakening:

My mama die, I tell Shug. My sister Nettie run away. Mr. _____ come git
me to take care his rotten children. He never ast me nothing bout myself.
He clam on top of me and fuck and fuck, even when my head bandaged.
Nobody ever love me, I say.

She say, I love you, Miss Celie. And then she haul off and kiss me on
the mouth.

Um, she say, like she surprise. I kiss her back, say, um, too. Us kiss and
kiss till us can’t hardly kiss no more. Then us touch each other.

But sexual inhibitions are not the only kind to be dissolved; restric-
tions and inhibitions of character can also be undone. One man, roman-
tically passionate in a long-standing marriage, confides that his wife
was the first person in his life to say, metaphorically, “Don’t stop,” un-
doing not only his inhibitions of sensuality but also of intimacy.
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Here is Anna, the protagonist in Sue Miller’s novel The Good Mother,
describing her sexual awakening:

As for me, it was his wildness, his openness which intrigued me.. . .
It was the fact that during sex I lost track of the boundaries between us,
thought of his cock as a feeling inside me, thought of my cunt as a part
of his body, his mouth. And because I became with him, finally, a pas-
sionate person.

The Good Mother goes beyond the depiction of Anna’s sexual awakening
to show us the more basic kind of release that can accompany a love affair
(though in her tale the love is ultimately problematic; she may be named
Anna for good reason). Anna and her husband had “stopped noticing
and valuing the separateness of the other.” But in her great awakening
love affair with Leo, a free-spirited artist, the same thing could never hap-
pen. As Anna muses:

With Leo that didn’t happen, couldn’t happen, though there were times
when I yearned for the unconsciousness, the self-forgetfulness that
would have made it possible. From the start, we fought and then made
love, both with a passionate intensity that I had thought as lost to me as
the possibility of making great music. I felt I’d been traveling all my life
to meet him, to be released by him. It was what Babe had promised me,
what my Gray grandparents had promised, what music had promised
me: another version of myself, another model for being.

One of the most famous “transformations” under the impact of love
was that of the poet Elizabeth Barrett, a virtual invalid and recluse follow-
ing the accidental drowning of her brother, into Elizabeth Barrett Brown-
ing, lover and beloved of Robert Browning. Her relationship with him is,
of course, one of the most celebrated love stories in recent history. But
transformation in love is the rule rather than the exception. Transforma-
tions range from a new awareness of previously unobserved parts of the
world which can be as slight (or immense) as the appreciation of someone
else’s point of view, to the wholesale reorganization of one’s personality.

Of Victor Hugo’s love affair with Juliette Drouet and the changes it
wrought in him, Matthew Josephson has this to say: “His own life had
been formerly a rather respectable and almost insulated affair, and
much of what he had written was inspired by books he read or by his-
toric events. But with Juliette he drew closer to life itself, to earthly
beauty, and soon, as he realized, to a veritable grand passion. He was
undergoing a sea change, whose effects were soon to be seen as a grad-
ual alteration of his attitude toward many questions, a change of his in-
terests, even his subjects.” Juliette brought him closer to the “people” of
whom she declared herself the daughter.
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Even when love turns out to be problematic, lovers feel the pro-
found internal shift love has brought about in them. Maria Callas,
speaking of the change in her after she fell in love with Aristotle Onas-
sis, could have been speaking for any number of lovers when she said:
“I had the feeling of being kept in a cage for so long...that when I met
Aristo, so full of life, I became a different woman.” “I had become pre-
maturely old and dull. I had got heavy, thinking of nothing but money
and position.” Meeting him made the difference. “Life for me really be-
gan at forty, or at least nearly forty.”

A valued and lasting transformation in one or both of the lovers of-
ten survives the end of love. In Kundera’s The Unbearable Lightness of
Being, Franz is changed and enriched by his affair with Sabina, despite
the fact that she deserts him. Through his relationship with her he was
enabled to leave a stultifying marriage and grow emotionally:

Sabina’s physical presence was much less important than he had sus-
pected. What was important was the golden footprint, the magic foot-
print she had left on his life and no one could ever remove. Just before
disappearing from his horizon, she had slipped him Hercules’ broom,
and he had used it to sweep everything he despised out of his life. A sud-
den happiness, a feeling of bliss, the joy that came of freedom and a new
life—these were the gifts she had left him.

Psychic transformation through love, whether or not love endures,
is, of course, one of the greatest of love’s gifts, one that we intuit and
may seek, whether consciously or unconsciously. And it is one of the
themes that I will explore later in greater detail. But it must also be said
that some passionate love affairs are destructive. In them the lover not
only suffers; he may also undergo a loss of self-esteem, a constriction of
self, even a negative transformation—one that is usually transient but
which may, on occasion, last.

In Francesca Stanfill’s novel Shadows and Light, the heroine Allegra
is transformed in different ways and directions during the course of her
ill-fated, ill-advised passionate love affair with a mysterious seductive
man named Alexander, a dishonest financier about to be exposed. In the
beginning Allegra feels a deep fulfillment and a sexual awakening. But
under Alexander’s critical tutelage and uncertain affection, Allegra’s
bearing breaks down. Her friend Emily notices the change, and writes
in her journal:

Clearly this is not the same girl as the one I met last September.. .There’s
une espèce de lassitude, as the French say, in her eyes—a trapped look. As
if the internal radiance has dissolved into grim sparks.. ..

It’s not every day that one gets to see this kind of perverted metamor-
phosis.
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As to Allegra’s subjective experience, she

had begun to feel tired on her return from Europe... .
She had grown self-conscious about her physical self—including her

height—and began to imagine, in the presence of every diminutive
woman, that Alexander wished that she, too, resembled a small Dres-
den doll. . . .

At dinner with him, there would be moments when she would be
seized by an inner silence, as if something inside her had suddenly fro-
zen. And paradoxically, it was often at such moments that she would
reach for his hand, or touch his face, or his hair, as if to reassure herself
that he were there, and that whatever it was between them lay intact.

Allegra gradually recovers, demonstrating that what she suffered was
reversible. But part of her is forever changed. Though perhaps not so
dramatically changed as lovers who are thoroughly transformed by love,
she is wiser, and her sexual awakening will never be undone.

What are the mechanisms that effect change in the lover? In part, the
beloved’s approval offers a kind of redemption to the lover. It has often
been remarked that the inner peace and self-confidence of the lover is
comparable to that which is felt when one achieves religious certainty.
Psychological expansion is reflected in an expansion in the real world.
The burst of confidence that the lover feels allows him to take new risks,
make new assertions, and initiate new enterprises. The lover’s enlarged
ego state is reflected in his mood, in his newfound generosity, and in his
sense of himself as a better person. He is changed not only in his sense
of self but in his adaptive engagement with the world. The lover may
doubt whether he is worthy of the beloved, but he no longer doubts his
fundamental goodness and his abilities.

What also happens is that the lover incorporates features of the be-
loved into himself, at the very least some capacity to look at the world
with the eyes of the beloved. His interests expand, often to include those
of the beloved. He develops new aptitudes and insights. The lover may
receive gifts as varied as an interest in old movies, a greater facility in
intimacy, a passion for skiing, the ability to trust and to open up the self,
the awakening of the capacity for laughter. And, depending on the re-
sponsivity and flexibility of the beloved, the lover gives such gifts of the
self in return. (These exchanges occur not just between lovers, but be-
tween friends as well; however they are more intense and far-reaching
with lovers.)

The transformation that takes place in the lover’s psyche may be
even more extensive. Though love is born in the imagination, it pro-
motes real changes in personality organization. It is through the sense
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of merger and identification with the beloved that the boundaries of the
self are changed. Love not only heals the breach between body and soul,
but leaps over the chasm that separates the self from the Other. The
lover achieves that almost impossible task: he both possesses the Other
and surrenders himself. In the process, he is not obliterated but, para-
doxically, enlarged and changed, having incorporated into himself as-
pects of the Other as well as recovering buried parts of himself.
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C H A P T E R  3

Love’s Divided Nature 
The Pleasure and Pain of Romantic Love

My passions have made me live and my passions
have killed me.

—Rousseau

L overs may be suffused with feelings of supreme exaltation and
bliss, but they may also feel consumed by unremitting despair, jealousy,
and rage. Certain proverbial stories, inspirational or cautionary, de-
scribe the extremes of happy and transcendent love, painful and de-
structive love; these tales bespeak either the triumph or the tragedy of
love. In “Beauty and the Beast,” the Beast is restored to his natural state,
that of a handsome prince, by virtue of Beauty’s consenting to live with
him. So, too, with “The Frog Prince.” In these tales, love tames the bestial,
raises a man beyond his animal nature, releases something of his higher
aspirations and spiritual nature.

But one finds the opposite moral in the many cautionary tales of
love. Samson, in the Old Testament, blinded and enslaved by his love for
the Philistine woman Delilah, revealed to her the secret of his strength.
Betrayed by her, his locks shorn, his power destroyed, he was then lit-
erally blinded and enslaved by his enemies. Only through fervent
prayer was his strength restored so that he could pull down the pillars
in his enemies’ temple, killing himself along with his enemies. Adam too,
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felt the bite of love, with what results we all know. In the cautionary
convention, love is not a call to a higher state; it is that which entraps
man and lures him away from duty and moral responsibility, leading
him to betray his true commitments, to descend from the godlike to his
mortal and, ultimately, animal nature.

These two opposing notions of love, both expressions of the male point
of view, rest on two age-old perceptions of women: that of savior and of
temptress. Parallel stories reveal that woman, too, may be blessed or
cursed in love. She may be awakened or rescued by love (as were Sleeping
Beauty and Cinderella), or destroyed (as were the wives of Bluebeard).

Both versions of love, the cautionary and the inspirational, have a
measure of truth. In love, the lover may indeed find redemption, or may
be destroyed. How does it happen that one is either delivered or con-
demned? Is it a destiny preordained by one’s psyche, or is it the luck of
the draw? I will return to that question in later chapters. The important
point to be made here is that even in basically happy love, the relation-
ship of love to pleasure and pain is a complex one.

“Normal” romantic love has its own set of problems, its own heart-
aches. Despite the enrichment of experience that love can bring, we
know that its passionate phase is notoriously short-lived, permanence
quite rare. In fact, some would say that the essential feature of passionate
love, other than its intensity and the overriding importance attached to
it, is this brevity, even when love develops into an ongoing commitment.

As a rule, the almost overwhelming intensity of a passionate attach-
ment lasts longer if there is some barrier to the union—the long court-
ship of the Victorian period, the enforced separations in clandestine
adulterous affairs, or constraints put upon the lovers by their circum-
stances or their families. But if there is no external barrier to love, lovers
often find it difficult to sustain passion, leading both lovers and theo-
rists of love to question the value of something so fragile and transient.

With or without external obstacles love in its passionate phase does
not appear to exist without pain as a backdrop to pleasure. There is a
lovely song from Purcell’s “The Fairy Queen” which sounds this theme:

If love’s a sweet passion, why does it torment?
If a bitter, oh tell me whence comes my content?
Since I suffer with pleasure, why should I complain,
Or grieve at my fate when I know ‘tis in vain?
Yet so pleasing the pain is, so soft is the dart,
That at once it both wounds me and tickles my heart.

The way in which love is in fact heightened by pain is well described by
Emerson: “In the noon and afternoon of life we still throb at the recol-
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lection of days when happiness was not happy enough, but must be
drugged with the relish of pain and fear; for he touched the secret of the
matter who said of love, ‘All other pleasures are not worth its pains.’“
The pain takes many forms. The lover may experience unrelieved tor-
ments of longing when love is unrequited, of frustration when love can-
not be sexually consummated. He fears rejection or humiliation in
courtship, and even after love is reciprocated his fears persist. He suffers
jealousy or is overtaken by such waves of unjustified hostility towards
the beloved that guilt quickly joins the throng of torments assailing him.
Even in the full bloom of mutual, happy love, the lover intuits that there
is something in the nature of his longing that may defy complete fulfill-
ment and he is saddened.

This strange mixture of pleasure and pain derives in part from the
fact that love is an extraordinarily complex emotion, fueled by often
conflicting motives, directed towards divergent aims. Swift put the
matter succinctly: “Love, why do we one Passion Call? When tis a Com-
pound of them All.”

But if the pain of happy love is considerable, the pain of a thwarted
love is so great that it may sometimes lead even to madness. David, the
young protagonist of the novel Endless Love, burns down his girlfriend
Jade’s house after her father bans him for a month, thinking perhaps
that he can “discover” the fire, appear to save Jade and her family, and
be reinstated. Instead, in the aftermath of a near catastrophe, he begins
to comprehend the significance of his behavior:

I was, I knew then, a member of a vast network of condemned men and
women: romance had taken a wrong turn within me and led me into
mayhem. I was no better than dialers of anonymous phone calls, hound-
ers, berserk pests, ear severers, committers of flamboyant, accusatory
suicides, hirers of private detectives, or a medieval king ready to deploy
an army of ten thousand souls in order to gain the favor of a distant
maiden—and when the fields are scorched and the bodies lie in heaps be-
neath the sun, the king will clutch his breast and say: I did it all for love.

Despite such insight, not even hospitalization in a mental institute
could dampen David’s ardor for Jade.

The lover’s urge to totally possess the beloved may become a driv-
ing force which influences and organizes behavior. In people like
David, it brooks no interference, and has within it the capacity to cause
harm not only to the self, but to others.

Justifiably fearful and cautious as most of us are about the negative
potential of love, we value it highly nonetheless and continue in vary-
ing degrees to pursue it, believing that we will be the exception who
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will revel in its joys and escape its sorrows. We believe that our love is
special and will triumph over adversity (or the lack of it, which is some-
times even more dangerous). And if not, we still subscribe to Tenny-
son’s exhortation: “’Tis better to have loved and lost/than never to have
loved at all.” We intuit that love enriches us, changes and enlarges us in
an enduring way, and we are therefore willing to risk the pain and loss
that may be entailed.

This becomes particularly apparent when lovers in dire circum-
stances choose to stay together, knowingly sacrificing all conventional
hope of happiness for the sake of their union. It would not be uncom-
mon for a couple to choose poverty together rather than riches alone (for
example, when young lovers face disinheritance rather than renounce
their romantic choices). Some lovers would prefer even to die together
than survive apart, and most would make that claim whether or not it
were literally true. For some lovers, the defining question is not “Do
you love me?” but “Would you choose to die with me or to survive?” It
is in this sense (though incorrectly, I think) that Denis de Rougement
sees romantic love as the handmaiden to death, not pleasure. Whether
we agree with him or not, we must concur with his insight that the wish
of lovers to be together may take precedence over anything we nor-
mally call happiness and, if need be, over survival itself. It is this prior-
ity whatever the cost that some observers find so terrible and would
label as self-destructive or masochistic. In the judgment of the lovers,
though, it is this very priority which is the essence of love.

Love encompasses pleasure, but will endure pain; in fact, sorrow
may be part of its essential nature. Whatever the deepest longing in
love, it transcends a mere search for pleasure or the routine avoidance
of pain, or happiness as conventionally described.

PLEASURE AND LOVE

Not only is the quest for love more complex than the pursuit of plea-
sure, but the nature of pleasure is itself complex and by no means self-
evident. Because love does encompass pleasure, even if it is not defined
by its pursuit, it is important to understand something of the nature of
pleasure.

For Freud, pleasure was a release from tension, particularly a sexual
release, while pain was defined as frustration or the inability to release
tension. This formulation, designated the “pleasure principle,” postu-
lates that people seek pleasure and avoid pain. It has become one of the
pivotal concepts of psychoanalysis. In essence, then, early psychoana-
lytic theory was based on the concept of hedonic regulation though the
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pursuit of pleasure was acknowledged to be tempered by the “reality
principle.” In this schema, love is seen largely as a sublimated expres-
sion of libido, or the sexual instinct, and therefore the pleasure con-
nected with love is ultimately derived from the sexual instinct.

But pleasure as a relief from tension is too narrow a definition to ac-
count for all the different forms of pleasure. C. S. Lewis distinguishes
between two kinds of pleasure. He defines the first group of pleasures
as those preceded by desire and realized by gratification of that desire.
The pleasure that comes from the release of sexual tension would cer-
tainly be among this group, as would be the pleasure of drinking a glass
of water when one is thirsty. The second group, however, consists of
experiences that are pleasurable in their own right, without prior need
or tension. As an example, Lewis points to the pleasure we take in the
unexpected fragrance of flowers. This pleasure may be great, but it was
unsolicited and not desired as a release from tension or the sating of an
appetite. Lewis refers to these two separate categories of pleasure as, re-
spectively, “Need-pleasures” and “Pleasures of Appreciation.” The
pleasures of appreciation do not gratify needs; instead our appreciation
comes unbidden, elicited by the object.

The pleasures that people give to one another are of both kinds.
While the pleasure a child takes in its mother may be regarded as re-
lated to the need pleasures, one’s subjective impression is that romantic
love is related to the pleasure of appreciation, that love is elicited by our
delight in the beloved. But, as we shall see, romantic love is charac-
terized by both “need pleasures” and “pleasures of appreciation.” It is
simultaneously selfish (aimed at satisfying the lover’s needs and releas-
ing his tensions) and altruistic (having no aim at all beyond the appre-
ciation of the beloved and the granting of pleasure to her).

But pleasure comprises more than mere relief, or even appreciation.
Though it does indeed draw on the sensual and aesthetic, pleasure is em-
bedded in the context of our earliest relationships. As Freud pointed out,
the child necessarily learns that his gratifications depend upon permanent
access to a benevolent figure. Consequently, although Freud sometimes
suggested that affection, like sexuality, was derived from libido, at other
times he acknowledged that the need to be loved was a psychological re-
sponse to the biological limitations of infancy: “The biologic factor is the
long period of time during which the young of the human species is in a
condition of helplessness and dependence....The biologic factor, then, es-
tablishes the earliest situations of danger and creates the need to be loved
which will accompany the child through the rest of its life.” Within this in-
terpersonal context, pleasure is symbolically and imaginatively metamor-
phosized from a simple sensual experience into something more complex.
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Because our earliest sensual pleasures are so intertwined with the
Other, our well-being and even our sense of self becomes bound up
with the Other. Because we learn who we are in connection to some
other person, our sense of self is always tied to our intimate relation-
ships. Ultimately, our capacity for self-validation rests on some con-
comitant validation from another person. The apparently curious need
to exist in the mind of another is poignantly captured by Pascal: “We do
not content ourselves with the life we have in ourselves and in our own
being; we desire to live an imaginary life in the mind of others, and for
this purpose we endeavor to shine. We labor unceasingly to adorn and
preserve this imaginary existence, and neglect the real. And if we pos-
sess calmness, or generosity, or truthfulness, we are eager to make it
known, so as to attach these virtues to that imaginary existence.” Our
deepest sense of self-worth rests on our interactions with those others
whom we designate as significant, and their appraisal of us.

The importance of our relationships may come to supersede simpler
pleasures, so that the happiness we seek in mutuality may take priority
over pleasures experienced more narrowly. According to Marilyn French,
“Mutual pleasures are the sacred core of life: food, body warmth, love,
and sex. These things are sacred because they are necessary, because they
confer pleasure in the giving and the receiving so that it is impossible to
say who is giving and who is receiving. They satisfy the profoundest
needs, and in their satisfying, satisfy two.” Some of our most profound
pleasures are grounded in mutuality and can only be realized in love.

Yet at the same time there are equally cogent pleasures that attach
not to mutuality, but to those acts that affirm the self as separate, as au-
tonomous, that enlarge the sense of self or that gratify our aspirations,
including the wish to be good. We derive pleasure from mastery,
achievement, and from doing good, from all those things which add to
self-esteem and an enlarged sense of the self.

Here we come to one of those great divides in human develop-
ment—our need, at one and the same time, to achieve mutuality and in-
dependence, our simultaneous and conflicting tendencies toward
communion and toward agency. In the very largest sense, one could
argue that this is the underlying, intuitive meaning of Freud’s dictum
that mental health ought be defined as the ability to love and to work.
Put another way, his concept of mature development posits the capacity
for the enjoyment of two very different kinds of pleasures: one that de-
rives from the gratification of the need for mutuality and communion
(as expressed through love or attachment), the other from the gratifica-
tion of the need for autonomy and agency (as expressed through work).
Unfortunately, these two different kinds of needs may sometimes be in
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conflict. As an aside, we might note that each sex may have a tendency
to gratify one set of longings at the expense of the other set: Many women
are preferentially drawn to the pleasures of mutuality, many men to the
pleasures of autonomous achievement.

However, all these different varieties of pleasure are often mixed
with fear and pain. The pleasure in physical exercise is often linked to
pain and the ability to push oneself beyond the pain into that high that
only athletes can know. Aspiration has as its dark side failure or the fear
of failure. The pleasure of anticipation is frequently a combination of
fantasy, performance anxiety, and the fear of disappointment. The joys
of creativity are usually inextricable from the pain of suffering and
strain, the final vision achieved may be dark and shattering.

Clearly, then, though pleasure and pain are often conceived of as op-
posites, this is not really the case; to open oneself to the possibility of
pleasure is always to risk pain. C. S. Lewis’s description of what we aspire
to in sexual union can serve as a paradigm for pleasure in all its chiar-
oscuro richness and paradox.

Pleasure, pushed to its extreme, shatters us like pain. The longing for a
union which only the flesh can mediate while the flesh, our mutually ex-
cluding bodies, renders it forever unattainable can have the grandeur of
a metaphysical pursuit.

This passage is surely one of the most potent descriptions of the way
pleasure and pain are inextricably bound in our metaphysical longings,
whether expressed through the flesh or in the quest for love.

Love, then, draws on many pleasures—sensual, aesthetic, mutual,
and selfish. Only by understanding the complexities of these can we
grasp the lovers’ willingness to undergo hardships or pain. The result-
ing happiness or pleasure is of a different order from pleasure as it is
commonly defined, one that is experienced as more fundamental, nec-
essary even, to the lover’s sense of self and goodness.

LUST AND LOVE

Just as love is related to pleasure but not defined by it, so, too, is love
connected to the specific pleasure of sex, but not inextricable from it.
(And so, in the previous chapter, I have distinguished between passion-
ate love and carnal love.) Making love and loving are not the same
thing, but for those who love, some sort of sexual longing appears to be
present even in the most chaste, idealized loves. Nonetheless, although
the lover seeks sexual union, he will tolerate abstinence, just as he toler-



56 D R E A M S  O F  L O V E  A N D  F A T E F U L  E N C O U N T E R S

ates pain. The happiness one seeks in love is greater than either simple
pleasure or sexual gratification. Though one wishes love to encompass
both, it can survive without either.

In lust, it is sexual union alone that is paramount. Not everyone will
do, of course, but there is wide latitude. The relationship with a sex ob-
ject need not even be personal. The sexual partner may be no more than
a suitable convenience, and may be used simply for one’s own pleasure.
For some, the sexual needs of the partner are not important; she is de-
sired for her physical qualities, but her subjective needs are considered
irrelevant. (Many are the innocents who have been wounded when
their passionate sexual partners fail to call or, worse still, are unable to
remember their names when they happen to meet some months later.)

In contrast, in romantic love, one longs not just for the fulfillment of a
concrete physical urge or need, but for the person herself, for the Other.
In love, it is only a particular individual who is desired, and she is desired
for those qualities that make her unique, rather than those she shares
with the rest of her sex. When one is in love, sexual union is desired most
of all as a symbol of and a route to the longed-for emotional union.

In the world of subjective experience, lust and love surely may over-
lap, but one knows the difference: “One deed ascribed to Hercules was
‘making love’ with fifty virgins in the course of a single night: one might
on that account say that Hercules was beloved of Aphrodite, but one
would not call him a lover.” The aim of sex in pure lust usually is personal
pleasure, sometimes power; sex as the soulful expression of love gener-
ally requires an understanding of the subjective life of the beloved.

But not everyone who is in love chooses to express it through the act
of sex. In Kundera’s The Unbearable Lightness of Being, Tomas concludes:
“Making love with a woman and sleeping with a woman are two sepa-
rate passions, not merely different but opposite. Love does not make it-
self felt in the desire for copulation (a desire that extends to an infinite
number of women) but in the desire for shared sleep (a desire limited to
one woman).”

For Tereza (Tomas’s beloved), on the other hand, the distinction be-
tween sex and love is also a major preoccupation, but leads her to a dif-
ferent conclusion. Her longing to escape the world her mother had
foisted upon her—a world in which all bodies are the same and must
march in soulless formation—leads her to an obsessive jealousy over
her lover’s repeated infidelities. “She had come to him to escape.. .a
world where all bodies were equal. She had come to him to make her
body unique, irreplaceable. But he...had drawn an equal sign between
her and the rest of them: he kissed them all alike, stroked them alike,
made no, absolutely no distinction between Tereza’s body and the other
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bodies. He had sent her back into the world she tried to escape.. .”—to
a world where, from her point of view, she was not acknowledged as
special or unique.

Most people seem to be more like Tereza than like Tomas; they find
that if sex is fueled by love, the act is transformed, becoming something
quite different from the gratification of a merely physical urge, and they
treasure sexual faithfulness as the expression of true love. As one street-
wise and experienced man expressed the distinction: “All my life I
thought I was a pretty good stud, but I never knew what sex was. After
I fell in love I knew I had just been masturbating into any old sock.”

The simultaneity of emotional and sexual union is one of the truly
exhilarating human experiences. When sex is part of love, it converts
the body into an instrument of soulful communion. (“So soul into the
soul may flow/Though it to body first repair.”) The concordance of sex
and love allows a release from the tension between mind and body that
we so often feel. Through the act of love the individual transcends the
body and escapes, if only momentarily, from his dual nature, and from
his aloneness.

And so, while most people would agree that the desire for sex can
exist without any corollary desire for love or intimacy, the converse
proposition, that the desire for love can exist exclusive of sexual yearn-
ing, does not seem viable. We cannot honestly contemplate Eros with-
out Venus, longing for a union of souls without a union of the flesh, at
least not in our epoch. In earlier historical periods, however, sexuality
and romantic love were considered separate (though frequently inter-
twined) categories of human behavior and experience. One thinks of
the chaste loves of the medieval troubadours, the metaphysical love of
Petrarch for Laura, of Dante for Beatrice. One thinks also of Montaigne’s
often-quoted description of his passionate (nonsexual) friendship with
another man, Étienne de la Boétie, in which he states their souls and
minds, “mix and blend one into the Other in so perfect a union that the
seam which has joined them is effaced and disappears.”

Just as love is comprised of more than simple pleasure and pleasure
itself is more complex than might at first be apparent, so, too, is sex. Sex
is clearly more than the mere discharge of tension which leads to plea-
sure. In sex, as in love, there is often some attempt at transcendence.
This is what Simone Weil meant when she said:

If people were told: what makes carnal desire imperious in you is not its
pure carnal element. It is the fact that you put into it the essential part of
yourself—the need for Unity, the need for God—they wouldn’t believe
it. To them it seems obvious that this quality of imperious need belongs
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to the carnal desire as such. In the same way it seems obvious to the mi-
ser that the quality of desirability belongs to gold as such, and not its ex-
change value.

We should not simplify our understanding of sex any more than our un-
derstanding of pleasure. But even considering the complexities inherent
in pleasure and sexuality, love is seen to transcend the pursuit of either.

THE LONGING FOR MERGER

What, then, is the aim of love beyond the pursuit of simple pleasure,
sex, or happiness? Beyond pleasure, love seems to aim for release from
the self. Love’s potential to enrich or deplete, to give joy or sorrow, can
only be understood within the context of the lover’s desire for merger
with the beloved. Ultimately, people do not achieve their deepest joy in
solitude, but in the concordance of two souls. The aim of love is nothing
less than to overcome separateness and achieve union or merger with
the beloved. In that merger (or perhaps I should say in that imaginative
merger) the lover achieves both an exaltation of feeling and a profound
sense of release. The longing for union and for the elusive and complex
gratifications it promises is so compelling that the lover willingly fore-
goes lesser pleasures and endures any pain. The peremptoriness of the
wish is such that the lover will sacrifice anything whatsoever to fulfill
it—even his reason. So it is that love sometimes appears to be related to
madness.

This aim of union is revealed in our very language, in the meaning
of the word “love.” At first glance, the word may appear too broad to
be meaningful, encompassing a family of emotions instead of one. It
refers not only to romantic love but also to love of country (patriotism),
love of fellows (friendship), love of animals, love of family, and love of
God. It can even refer to the love of strawberries and of chocolate. But
language is a library of stored cultural wisdom, and we ignore its cumu-
lative insights only at our intellectual hazard.

In Freud’s judgment, “language has carried out an entirely justifi-
able piece of unification in creating the word ‘love’ with its numerous
uses.” Freud’s work reveals the underlying unity in the different phe-
nomena subsumed under the name of love. Although Freud is popu-
larly misunderstood to have regarded eros as libido (as mere appetite,
or sex), he actually considered sex as just one manifestation of libido.
For Freud libido was a drive that coincided “with the Eros of the poets
and philosophers which holds all living things together.” It was “the pre-
server of all things,” including the narcissism that preserves the self. Its
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aim was “to establish ever greater unities and to preserve them thus—
in short, to bind together.” He explicitly connected the different forms
of love. The heart of libido may be “sexual love with sexual union as its
aim. But we do not separate from this—what in any case has a share in
the name ‘love’—on the one hand, self-love, and on the other, love for
parents and children, friendship and love for humanity in general, and
also devotion to concrete objects and to abstract ideas.”

In the Hebrew Bible, we see one of the earliest expressions of the es-
sential unity of different forms of love. Unlike the Greeks, who had dif-
ferent words for the diverse forms of love (for example, eros and agape),
the Hebrew word for love (ahavah) is the same whether it is sacred or
profane love being chronicled. As the word love unifies apparently dis-
similar phenomena, so, too, what it conveys is the unifying aim of love,
which is to bring together the lover and the object of his love.

Whether one derives all the manifestations of love from love of God
or the sexual instinct or some other first cause, it appears that language
does indeed speak the truth, that all these diverse loves have something
in common. Our loves all lead us toward union; they are the centripetal
forces in our lives. The aim of romantic love is union or merger with the
Other, hence the shared cultural wisdom of language in relating roman-
tic love to love of God, as well as to all the other forms of love of which
we are capable.

The wish for union, which is at the heart of the subjective longing in
love, finds its classic expression in Plato’s Symposium. There Aristoph-
anes gives an account of an ancient myth about love which survives in
the modern imagination. According to that myth, primordial man was
round, with four hands and four feet, and a single head with two faces
on a single neck that could turn in all directions. These powerful indi-
viduals were marred by such excessive pride that they dared to chal-
lenge the gods. They were defeated, of course, but Zeus chose to punish
rather than annihilate them, and he did so by cutting them in two. Prior
to this trauma, when each man was complete in and of himself, love had
been unknown. But once man was split, each half yearned for the other
half, “and when one of them finds his other half. ..the pair are lost in an
amazement of love and friendship and intimacy.”

Thereafter, whenever they met, these two halves sought to grow to-
gether, but had not the means to do so. Zeus, taking pity on them, moved
their reproductive organs in order that they could periodically come to-
gether in a sexual embrace. Yet their impulse to merge transcended the
sexual: “the intense yearning which each of them has towards the other
does not appear to be the desire of intercourse but of something else
which the soul desires and cannot tell, and of which she has only a dark
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and doubtful presentiment.” For the diminished creature, “this meeting
and melting into one another’s arms, this becoming one instead of two,
was the very expression of his ancient need. And the reason is that hu-
man nature was originally one and we were a whole, and the desire and
pursuit of that whole is called love.” In more recent times, the same un-
derlying fantasy of mythic reunion finds expression in the romantics’
belief in “elective affinities,” the conviction that each of us has a preor-
dained lover somewhere in the world.

Aristophanes’ myth, as portrayed in the Symposium, clearly portrays
neediness as the motive for love, and the restoration of wholeness as its
achievement. It incorporates sexuality into eros, but only as a means to
union and transcendence, not as part of love’s essence. The myth also
suggests that love has its roots in an earlier state of existence, even though
the bisected creature remains unaware of the sources of its longing.

Echoing the Platonic formulation, most subsequent philosophical
accounts of the purpose of love begin with the assumption that love is
meant to counteract man’s neediness, emotional poverty, and loneliness.
“Merger” (or “union”) then serves the function of making a “whole” out
of two incomplete and deficient beings.

An extreme account relating inamoramento (falling in love) to weak-
ness is proposed by Francesco Alberoni:

No one can fall in love if he is even partially satisfied with what he has
or who he is. The experience of falling in love originates in an extreme
depression, an inability to find something that has value in everyday
life. The ‘symptom’ of the predisposition to fall in love is not the con-
scious desire to do so, the intense desire to enrich our lives; it is the pro-
found sense of being worthless and of having nothing that is valuable
and the shame of not having it.

While there is some truth in Alberoni’s argument—and his analysis un-
doubtedly applies to many people—it appears too narrow and exagger-
ated, focusing almost exclusively on love as the antidote to personal
weakness and neurosis. Alberoni underestimates the magnitude of the
loneliness and sense of frailty which is humankind’s lot.

Love is an antidote not just to personal neediness, but to those ex-
istential anxieties that encompass our sense of the frailty and brevity
of our life on earth. Half beast and half god, man has been described
by philosophers as a paradoxical creature. We are each condemned
not only to death and extinction but—and this is what renders our
condition tragic—to knowledge of our mortality. It is the dichotomy
we feel between the dross of our bodies and the immortal stuff of our
souls that makes us crave transcendence. It is the knowledge of our in-
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significance in the universe and, ultimately, the awareness of our own
death that causes us to seek transcendence in soulful merger with a
beloved.

We are not only aware of our soul as separate from our animal na-
ture; we are aware of the isolation of our soul from other souls, and of
our mind as separate from other minds. The recognition of the existence
of other minds and our isolation from them—”the problem of other
minds” as it is alluded to in philosophy—first occurs early in childhood.
Our separate inner life gives us “space” and privacy and is important to
the growth of our individuality, our imagination, and creativity. The
separation shields us from the intrusiveness of others. But, eventually,
for some of us the separateness becomes oppressive: it condemns us to
solitude. Others treat us as functionaries and accept us in the uniforms
of our roles. For them, our inner lives are inessential at best, sometimes
obstacles, irksome. In madness, some of us may become fearful that we
alone exist as sentient beings. Sometimes we are able to touch one an-
other across the chasms that separate us, but this experience is not given
to us often. It is our existential sense of isolation and loneliness then, cut
off from direct contact with other souls, able to reach them only through
the instrumentality of body, which propels us to leap over our solitude
and seek union through love.

Through our isolation, we come to understand the finite limits of
selfhood. We then strive to move beyond the boundaries of self for relief
from the pain our limitations cause us. By nature, we are frail, our lives
are finite, and yet our longings are infinite. Love enables us to transcend
our insignificance and our aloneness. Someone cares about us as we sub-
jectively experience ourselves. Despite our knowledge of death and our
belief (if we are not religious) that we ultimately count for little in the
universe, the reciprocal affirmation from someone we love and hold in
esteem lends us warmth against the coldness, loneliness, and vastness
of eternity.

TRANSCENDENCE AND PAIN

The longing for wholeness, completeness, merger, and transcendence is
the sorrowful heart of love—sorrowful because it is a longing that can
never be wholly satisfied. There is no ultimate remedy for our existen-
tial plight, but love is the search for such a remedy, and transcendence
the only means of feeling we have achieved it.

Passionate love seeks a transcendence akin to religious experience.
The ideal of merger through love represents a potential solution to the
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central human problems of estrangement, finiteness, and meaningless-
ness. Consequently, love is more than a relief from pain or alleviation of
anxiety; it is a mode of transcendence as well as transformation.

Love is one of the great transcendent experiences, but by no means
the only one. Hans Morgenthau has described man’s pursuit of tran-
scendence in “the extension of his self in offspring—the work of his
body; in the manufacture of material things—the work of his hands; in
philosophy and scholarship—the work of his mind; in art and litera-
ture—the work of his imagination; in religion—the work of his pure
longing toward transcendence.”

Another great passion by which man seeks self-transcendence—
though always abortively—is in his longing for power. In Man’s Fate by
André Malraux, Gisors delivers a brilliant meditation on power: “What
fascinates them in this idea, you see, is not real power, it’s the illusion
of being able to do exactly as they please. The King’s power is the power
to govern, isn’t it? But man has no urge to govern; he has an urge to
compel. .. .To be more than a man, in a world of men. To escape man’s
fate.. .. Not powerful: all powerful. The visionary disease, of which the
will to power is only the intellectual justification, is the will to god-
head: every man dreams of being god.”

There are still other modes of attempting self-transcendence. Not
just religion but, for the zealot, religious wars, offer a means of tran-
scending the finite meaning of earthly life. Some find transcendence in
political doctrines that are essentially secular religions. Others seek
transcendence in drugs and lust, what Aldous Huxley has aptly called
downward transcendence.

The worth accorded to romantic love from culture to culture varies
depending on what kinds of transcendental experiences a particular
culture values, and what value it places on personal change and devel-
opment. The preferred remedy depends on specific cultural directives.
As observed in Man’s Fate: “It is very rare for a man to be able to en-
dure—how shall I say it?—his condition, his fate as a man.” “There is
always a need for intoxication: this country [China] has opium, Islam
has hashish, the West has woman. ...Perhaps love is above all the means
which the Occidental uses to free himself from man’s fate.”

But despite cultural sanctions for or against romantic love, the po-
tential for it, by virtue of both our common developmental experiences
and existential plight, exists in every cultural configuration, and it has
been known to occur in the most unlikely of situations.

Passionate love is neither irrational nor a mere hormonal storm, as
some would have us believe. While it has roots in our biological nature,
it also expresses our highest aspirations, our longing for transcendence
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through merger. Love is not just of the body but of the soul as well, and
this duality is what accounts for the moral dispensation we accord it:
love is the only “appetite” for which an excess is allowed. While glut-
tony and other excesses are frowned upon, crimes of passion have their
own mystique and, in some cultures, are unpunished, forgiven, and
even admired. We link love to madness, but call it divine.

Nonetheless, torment and pain may accompany the quest for love
and in fact be part of its nature. Even enthusiasts of love acknowledge
its inherent existential problems. The separateness between lovers can-
not be totally breached (just as Aristophanes’ bisected creatures cannot
permanently satisfy their deepest longings). This is the quality in erotic
longing that does not allow for complete and permanent fulfillment.
Carson McCullers has expressed this inherent sadness in love, the ulti-
mately unbridgeable chasm between lovers: “love is a joint experience
between two persons—but the fact that it is a joint experience does not
mean that it is a similar experience to the two people involved. There
are the lover and the beloved, but these two come from different coun-
tries. Often the beloved is only a stimulus for all the stored-up love
which has lain quiet within the lover for a long time hitherto. And
somehow every lover knows this. He feels in his soul that his love is a
solitary thing. He comes to know a new, strange loneliness and it is this
knowledge which makes him suffer.”

To the extent that the lover’s goal is merger, he must fall short of it;
and the closer he comes to achieving it, the more he will feel his auton-
omy threatened. In this dilemma lies both the power and the frailty of
love. Moreover, the beloved, like the self, is subject to the laws of decay
and extinction and so, even if the lover surrenders to her completely,
she cannot ultimately counteract the existential threat of nothingness.
This is, of course, the reason that religious people believe that only God
can be a true object for transcendence.

However, the perils of love are greater than those of mere disap-
pointment or transient pain. Any transcendent endeavor, fueled by
some elemental power and aiming to transform the self, may expose the
self to the dangers of fracture, of madness, and of unleashed savagery.
There is a demonic quality at the source of love, which when thwarted
may turn to destruction. The deep irrational force in love, so necessary
to the projects of transcendence and transformation, may sometimes
run amok. This is, of course, why love is so often likened to madness.
Passionate love, like all the experiences that open up the self, verges on
the borders of self-harm and aggression. In fact, such hazards are intrin-
sic to all the great creative projects. Rare though the descent from pas-
sion to madness may be, its very possibility is the main inspiration for
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the cautionary approach to love, and for the futile attempt to rationalize
and tame it, to declare “rational” mature love as the happy alternative
to passionate love.
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C H A P T E R  4

How Love Develops 
Love Dialogues and the Life Cycle

Since lovers so often experience the onset of love as a complete
break with the past, locating its roots in their early lives seems to miss
the point. Enthralled with the uniqueness of their feeling, lovers ex-
claim “I’ve never been in love before,” or “I only thought I was in love
before.” To them, both the emotions and the relationship seem so differ-
ent from anything in their past that they experience love as a release
from their previous mundane existence, not as an echo of or variation
on an old theme. Hence, as far as the lover is concerned, love has no de-
velopmental history; it is brand new—otherwise it is not love—and
through it the lover is changed and made new.

In contrast to the lovers’ insistence on love’s novelty, the observers
of love are quick to point out that love has regressive and/or restorative
aspects that link it very firmly to the past. Whether he is aware of it or
not, the lover, in the act of falling in love, be it for the first time or the
last, draws upon his past experience. And indeed, sometimes the lover
will sense a pre-existing fit or an inner rightness; he may feel as though
he has always known his beloved, as though their present love is merely
a renewal of some long-lost communication dimly glimpsed in dreams.

For Freud, romantic love and all other adult relationships as well are re-
editions of earlier feelings, those experienced first in the relationship of the
child with its mother and, later, with the Oedipal parent. From the psycho-
analytic perspective, the successful achievement of mature love depends
on the lover’s having been able to negotiate certain prior experiences suc-
cessfully; otherwise his capacity to fall in love will be sorely limited.
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In ancient myth, love is seen as the quest for one’s other half, for lost
regions of the self. What the psychoanalytic and the mythic formula-
tions have in common is their view of love as a restoration, the end
point of a lifelong quest to gain restitution for what was lost long ago—
in personal history, or in the history of our species—as the result of prior
separations. The union between two lovers is, symbolically, a restora-
tion of that loss. In assuaging the sorrow of old losses, love can restore
buried parts of the self.

Lovers and love’s chroniclers (both in myth and psychoanalysis)
may seem to be at odds with one another’s views, but in fact their views
can be reconciled, and should be. Of course, it is not necessary for the
lover to know anything of love’s developmental history. But for the
theorizers of love, the failure to grasp the meaning of the lover’s sense
that he has broken with the past leads to peculiarly sterile and reductive
formulations of love, for example, the suggestion that love should as-
pire to no more than affectionate bonding. Passionate love is much
more. In attempting to explain love, one must heed both the lover’s
intuition that it is an emergent experience and as such a catalyst for
change, and the outsider’s observation that it is a culmination of past
experiences.

Deep love always separates us from what has gone before; one might
even say that is part of its function. When the lover commits himself to
the beloved, he chooses a new life; he leaves the preordained world of
the family into which he was born (or the life he has created for himself,
which has since come to feel stifling) and leaps forward into the world
he and his beloved will create together. In choosing our lovers then, we
select much more than a person. We make a path choice and—if we are
young enough—a choice that may shape the future development of self.
Writing of the lovers Franz and Sabina, Kundera says: “While people
are fairly young and the musical composition of their lives is still in its
opening bars, they can go about writing it together and exchange
motifs. . .but if they meet when they are older, like Franz and Sabina,
their musical compositions are more or less complete, and every motif,
every object, every word means something different to each of them.”
By contrast, Kundera writes of Franz’s relationship with a younger
woman, “The student-mistress was much younger than Sabina, and the
musical composition of her life had scarcely been outlined; she was
grateful to Franz for the motifs he gave her to insert.” But whatever our
age when we fall in love, we always feel the promise of at least a few
new motifs, and of some internal change that will follow.

The feeling of newness and change is often so dramatic that it seems
inconceivable to the lover that falling in love is an internal process.
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Rather, he experiences it as a force that strikes him from the outside
world; hence love’s frequent characterization as a thunderbolt, an ar-
row from Cupid’s quiver, a change wrought by a love potion, or less
fantastically, the inevitable impact of the beloved’s irresistible charms.

As long as love is perceived as coming from outside, it can be expe-
rienced as completely novel. However, we cannot begin to understand
that which we call love until we have understood that it is our deepest,
oldest longings which find themselves fulfilled in it. It is because the
wishes and feelings are from our very depths that the re-edition of them
in romantic love is so intense and their fulfillment so profoundly exhil-
arating.

Love is in some sense a re-finding. But it is also—and this is love’s
ultimate triumph—the creation of a new experience. Love does more
than restore; love catalyses change in the self. Love may be regressive
but it is also progressive, giving direction and content to the maturation
of the self. Love does indeed have a developmental history, but, finally,
it is in its essence a mutative experience.

IDEALIZATION AND THE FAMILY ROMANCE

Because falling in love is a complex psychological act, it should come as
no surprise that there are precursors during the process of growing up.
Indeed, there is a developmental series of “love dialogues,” the apex of
which is the mature act of achieving mutual love.

One element paramount in all the precursors of love is idealization;
and, as it turns out, idealization plays a critical role in development.

Early in life, the child creates a concept of the good mother who grat-
ifies all his needs. The child’s image is based on his mother’s ability to
gratify many of his needs, but he superimposes upon the real-life mother
the fantasy of total bountifulness. This earliest of idealizations is believed
by psychoanalysts to be the projection of the infant’s (disappointed)
omnipotence onto his mother. If he himself is not all-powerful, he can
regain command by controlling one who is. (Only later in life is the child
able to integrate negative features into the image of mother, to give up the
absolute dichotomy of the good mother/bad mother, the all-powerful
mother/the devalued mother.)

From the very beginning of life, idealization of the beloved and
yearning for her are closely intertwined. Similarly, at all developmental
levels in the history of our successive loves, from mother figure to the
great passion of adult life, the “lover” fashions an image of the idealized
beloved, one who is perfect and, at least initially, regarded without am-
bivalence. At any stage of personal development the story of love has
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three plot elements in common: the choice of an idealized love object
(which of course is not a wide choice in infancy and early childhood),
the longing to interact with that object in one way or another, and the
consequent alteration of self.

But the story is not always the same because idealization, at differ-
ent points in life, is linked to very different sorts of yearning. Sometimes
idealization, or admiration, is primarily connected to identification, the
desire to take on the characteristics of that person who appears as ex-
alted. But idealization can also lead to the wish for union, to be joined
to the beloved and seek satisfaction from her. The wish for identifica-
tion, on the one hand, and complementariness, on the other, are often
separate, one or the other predominating at different developmental
stages, but they may also interact and overlap as they appear to do in
mature love.

In the first years of life, the child’s emotional longings are directed
primarily toward the parents. Not only do the parents serve as the source
of the child’s gratifications and safety, but they are the magical, ideal-
ized beings through whom the child achieves vicarious strength. The
child longs for one or the other parent or both, is happiest in their
presence, and dreads separation. In the earliest years the parents are
simultaneously the objects of desire (for potential satisfaction) and of
identification as well. The young boy hangs onto his father’s words,
brags that his father is bigger and stronger than anyone else’s, imitates
shaving “like daddy,” and altogether adores him. He wishes to be with
his idealized object, to be gratified by him, and he hopes eventually to
become the paragon of perfection he has created in his mind. But at the
same time, he directs his Oedipal strivings to his mother; he may try to
monopolize her attentions and assure her that he will be stronger than
Daddy when he grows up.

Eventually, in order to achieve autonomy and to be free to love, the
young lover must give up his idealization of his parents. But idealiza-
tion itself is not renounced; it is simply displaced, transferred from the
parents and onto a series of surrogates that culminates in the figure of
the beloved. Desires and identifications follow along the winding trail
of our idealizations. The history of our passionate relationships can be
read in the history of our sequential idealizations.

In latency, that is, during the years after the manifest resolution of
the Oedipal complex but before puberty (from about six to twelve years
of age), children begin to separate desire and idealization from the nu-
clear family and transfer them to other objects. Piqued by their parents’
failure to gratify all their wishes, and increasingly aware of imperfec-
tions in the family itself, children create a series of fantasies referred to
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as “the family romance.” Children daydream, for example, that they
have been adopted or abducted from their real parents, who are be-
lieved to be more elevated in status than the everyday false parents
with whom they unhappily find themselves. They feel their real par-
ents, though unknown to them, would love them fully, perfectly, unam-
bivalently, and would satisfy all their desires.

Family romance fantasies are imbued with powerful longings, but
as Freud suggests, these are echoes of earlier feelings.

The faithlessness and ingratitude are only apparent. If we examine in
detail the commonest of these imaginative romances, the replacement of
both parents or of the father alone by grander people, we find that these
new and aristocratic parents are equipped with attributes that are de-
rived entirely from real recollections of the actual and humble ones; so
that in fact the child is not getting rid of his father but exalting him. In-
deed the whole effort of replacing the real father by a superior one is
only an expression of the child’s longing for the happy, vanished days
when his father seemed to him the noblest and strongest of men and his
mother the dearest and loveliest of women.

Consciously, though, idealization has been detached from the parents
and transferred either to fantasy figures or people whom the child
knows. The fantasies serve to preserve the child’s narcissism insofar as
he elevates his self-worth by identifying with his grander imaginary
parents. And the fantasies hold out the hope of rescue, of better times,
against the disappointment of the present.

Family romances find wide expression in myth. Many of our legend-
ary heroes—Oedipus, Moses, Superman—were adopted, given up by
their true parents to avoid some catastrophe; many fairy tales also em-
body typical family romance themes. One major motif in fairy tales is that
of the heroine who finds herself in unhappy circumstances, but who, be-
cause of her goodness and essential merits, is finally rescued and elevated
to her rightful place (Snow White and Cinderella are two of the most fa-
mous examples). Similarly, the young, disinherited hero, through his
unique prowess (he alone may be able to pull the sword from the stone,
for example), proves the legitimacy of his right to inherit the kingdom.

Eventually, the child becomes better equipped to find gratification
in the real world, and the family romance fantasies then begin to dimin-
ish or are subsumed into other fantasies—particularly Oedipal ones.
But they can also continue into young adult life and, in modified form,
throughout life, often reinvoked in times of stultifying stasis. And the
generic name, family romance, suggests the continuity between this
fantasy and later fantasies of an amorous nature.
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One man, now in his mid-fifties, vividly recalls the passionate fam-
ily romance of his childhood and can trace derivatives of that fantasy
into his adult life. As a young boy of about six, he came to believe that
he was the son of a Maharajah, and, unhappy with his parents and their
virtual adoration of his older brother, he used to lie awake at night, cry-
ing and praying for his true father to rescue him. Why he chose Indian
royalty is unknown to him, but he is dark and might even be said to
have a faint Oriental cast. Though the Maharajah fantasy receded, it
was replaced at about the age of eleven with a related preoccupying
fantasy. Feeling more and more an outsider in his own family, enraged
to the point of rebelliousness, he imaginatively identified, in the open-
ing years of World War II, with the Japanese enemy—their values, life-
style, and their hostility to Americans. Though as an adult this man
appears the very paragon of equanimity, that is partly because he has
managed to translate his childhood rebelliousness in a constructive
way. Derivatives of those early fantasies survive in his profound intel-
lectual and aesthetic interest in Japan. He has traveled there extensively,
learned Japanese, embraced one of the Oriental religions, and is sexu-
ally attracted to Orientals. As for his failure to feel nurtured as a child,
he appears to have compensated by means of his passionate nurturance
of his lovers (a not uncommon reversal and one on which I will elabo-
rate later).

We have all indulged in one form or another of the family romance.
One young woman remembers elaborate fantasies, beginning at around
the age of thirteen, that her mysterious bachelor uncle who lived in an-
other state would send for her and rescue her, exposing her to the better
things of the world. Her fantasies about him seemed to be triggered by
a fifty-dollar gift he gave her for her junior high school graduation, and
his telling her to buy something frivolous with it. This was in marked
contrast to the advice she was generally given by her practical, academ-
ically striving parents. She saw her uncle as the embodiment of the pos-
sibility of pleasure. Her fantasies took off from the point of thinking about
what she would buy with the money—maybe a good leather purse—and
how she would write him a clever and moving letter telling him about
it. He would be impressed with her taste and suggest she buy shoes to
match, and then a traveling outfit. Eventually it would occur to him to
invite her for a visit, and so forth. Her fantasies, compounded of both
family romance and Oedipal yearnings, allowed her to elaborate a world
that embodied different ideals from those of her parents, and, in small
increments, her ideas about the scope of the world enlarged. (Family ro-
mances can attach to the actual parents if they are absent, for example
divorced or merely inattentive parents. The irony of the child’s idealiz-
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ing such a parent is, of course, not lost on the struggling parent who is
left to raise the child.)

Family romances are adaptive fantasies, offering hope for the future
and sometimes evolving into life plans. Essentially they are fantasies of
being adopted by better parents. (It is extraordinary over the course of
many years of a psychiatric practice to see how many people from dev-
astating backgrounds have been able to save themselves by getting
someone, whether teacher, employer, relative, or parent of a friend, to
actually step in as a kind of surrogate parent.) It is not hard to see the
connection between this kind of fantasy and the fantasy of amorous res-
cue. Family romances are often cannibalized by their successor roman-
tic fantasies, and rescue and nurturance remain one subtext of these latter
fantasies. But for many an adult, some version of the family romance per-
sists outside of romantic fantasies; take, for example, the young profes-
sional man’s wish to find in his boss the hoped-for loving father who
will elevate him and rescue him from obscurity and defeat, eventually
designating him as a successor.

Even in these early family romances, we can begin to see elements
that will distinguish mature love: the “object” who feeds (or loves) us
must be idealized in order for him to validate our own worthiness, to
gratify, by our identification with him, our longing for omnipotence. In
the early romances, this takes the concrete form of our being related to the
royal, rich, and famous. We are rescued from situations in which we feel
unloved or unappreciated. And by virtue of our association with the ex-
alted personages of our imaginary relationships, we find our true identi-
ties and are released from the careworn, shoddy lot that only appears to
be our own. How like mutual love in which we at last find our true selves!
From earliest life, the validation of our true (desired) identity is con-
firmed by our joining the object of our desire and beginning a new life.

Concomitant with family romance fantasies, many children have
fearful fantasies, what we might call family terrors. In these, usually ex-
pressed in daydreams or nightmares, the parents (or parent surrogates)
are evil or threatening. The scenarios of these fantasies are extremely
varied. One woman remembers that, as a girl, just before going to sleep
she was overcome with the fantasy that her mother was not her mother
at all, but an Indian disguised as her mother who was going to sneak up
in the night and scalp her. A little boy I knew had frequent nightmares
about reptiles who, disguised as his parents, would do him harm. These
fantasies are partly expressions of castration fears related to Oedipal
strivings, but they are also the result of the rage the child feels when he
intuits that his many longings will not, cannot, be fulfilled. The rage-
filled, destructive fantasies he directs at the disappointing objects of his
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wishful longing make him fear the possibility of violent revenge from
them. So, for example, the bad mother whom the child hates is imagi-
natively transformed into the witch who may destroy him. Family ro-
mances and family terrors presage two prominent reactions to unhappy
love affairs: respectively, the search for a new love object and the rage
directed at a disappointing one. (And so it is that great love can turn
into great hate rather than merely coldness or detachment.)

REHEARSALS FOR LOVE: CRUSHES, INFATUATIONS, 
FLIRTATIONS, AND FANTASIES

As children continue to disengage from their parents, they idealize them
less. But naturally their own self-worth shrinks in proportion to the de-
valuation of their parents, just as their earlier self-esteem swelled with
identification with their then-esteemed parents. Ultimately, though,
family romances are not an adequate substitute for the lost idealization
of parents; as they grow older, children come to fantasize themselves as
the principals, not as mere dependents in need of better parents. They
strive to live up to the dictates of their own internalized ego ideal (that
mental agency that is heir to the infantile wishes for perfection and that
serves as a compass to ongoing aspirations.) Then, too, they want their
imaginative preoccupations to be capable of translation into everyday
life, and so reality is set against the continuation of the family romance.
Since nature abhors a vacuum, children come to people their world
with new heroes and heroines, people who represent projections of
their own ego ideals. These heroes are not substitutes for good parents,
but are models for what the protagonists themselves hope to become.
Preadolescent children transfer their longings to the larger world and
begin to idealize teenagers or adults of the same sex, most often people
they know and can relate to, however marginally. (But in some cases,
the romance of the imaginary continues, in a preoccupation with fic-
tional characters or famous people. We constitute ourselves of others,
some real, some imaginary.) They often develop crushes on these newly
exalted personages, falling in love with those whose lives they hope to
emulate and whose paths they hope to follow. Although these same-sex
crushes may be sexual, more often they are not. At this stage of life, the
goal of idealization is identification alone, rather than any form of union.
But throughout the life cycle, idealization may exist merely as a stimu-
lus for envy and emulation or it may attach to an object then chosen as
the object of our love. In psychoanalytic parlance, idealization is the
prelude to both identificatory love and object love.
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For example, a young boy may hang out with the sports coach, mim-
icking his speech and adopting his diet. One woman remembers that as
a young girl, about eleven, she idealized the young married woman
next door and involved herself with the whole family by becoming the
baby sitter. (How many mothers lament the fact that their au pairs wish
to become daughters, rather than mother’s helpers!) Less exalted than
the subject of the usual family romance, the neighbor’s family had the
advantage of affording real interactions and intimacy. It was a wonder-
ful relationship until the outbreak of a polio epidemic (pre–polio vacci-
nation) when the neighbors saw the girl playing with her friends and
consequently forbade her any contact with the baby, thereby cutting off
her lifeline to the beloved young mother. The woman still remembers
her profound grief at what she experienced as a betrayal, clear evidence
that she was of no real emotional significance to her idealized friend,
worse than second fiddle to the baby. Generally the longing in these
crushes is to be like the “beloved” rather than to achieve union, though
in the example just cited the girl surely sought nurturance, intimacy,
and affection as well.

Sometimes the object of the crush is not anyone known personally;
rock stars seem to be the icons of choice in modern times. Here the only
function the crush serves is that of identification, not of intimacy. But
sometimes the crush does provide real bonds with those peers who
share in it. The process of communal idealization is, of course, evident
in the eruption of group crushes, for example Beatlemania. The bonding
(and identification) with peers can be as important as the admiration for
the icon, providing the intimacy that would otherwise be lacking in ide-
alization at such a remove. Something comparable to this sometimes
occurs later in life, as for example, when two women who love one man
become friends instead of or as well as rivals. In essence, they share the
intimacy of a common idealization, not the convoluted homosexual at-
tachment that is so often assumed to have drawn them together. I know
of one instance in which two such women became each other’s major
source of emotional sustenance after their lover’s death.

Though they may find a range of satisfactions in one-sided crushes,
adolescents hunger even more for intense relationships and those that,
because they are reciprocal, may yield real experience and intimacy.
These are the years of progressively forming new identifications out-
side the nuclear family, and one major means of doing so is by taking
one’s measure in intense friendships. Adolescents idealize their friends
and imitate their dress and mannerisms, their swagger and “cool.” Par-
ents are sometimes saddened because they feel the loss of their children’s
idealization and see the admiration and authority that had been vested
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in them transferred to their children’s peer group. In these idealized at-
tachments, the adolescent’s goal is to participate in the qualities they
admire; they imitate, identify, and feel enhanced.

The adolescent (and preadolescent, too) begins to develop crushes on
the opposite sex, derivatives of Oedipal urges now coming to the fore.
The passage from nonsexual crushes to the next stage, when the urgency
to be with appears to take final priority over the wish to be like, has never
been completely explicated. This process recapitulates the process lead-
ing up to the Oedipal complex. (In an Oedipal child, the consolidation of
its identification with the same-sex parent leads the child to desire the
opposite-sex parent.) For the heterosexual adolescent, the shift from
same-sex to opposite-sex crushes occurs when hormonal change makes
sexuality more urgent, and when the sense of self reaches the point that
continued growth can come via complementary rather than identificatory
relationships, object love rather than identificatory love. (A girl can learn
to be a woman by identifying with a woman—or being with a man.)

In the normal course of development, then, the yearning that at-
taches to idealization is transformed from the wish to be like (or to
replace) to the wish to be with. Once the sense of self is largely consoli-
dated, desire shifts toward complementariness. But identification re-
mains a powerful theme in development; hence the adolescent’s
“desire” is often for the girlfriend of his best friend. As during the Oedi-
pal stage, desire is triggered through identification, wanting for our-
selves the same as that which our revered idol has. Some people remain
fixated, perpetually poised at this critical bifurcation point between
longing to be like someone and longing to be with someone, forever
torn, hovering between worship of a friend and lust for his beloved.
Here are the perpetual hangers-on, the young man equally in love with
both husband and wife, the young woman who dotes on her woman
mentor and lusts for her mentor’s husband. But sometimes, the desire
is to replace altogether the object of one’s idealization. In the movie All
About Eve, Eve (Anne Baxter) is so admiring and envious of Margo (Bette
Davis) that she not only wants Margo’s career for herself, but also Margo’s
husband (Gary Merrill). However, complementariness and identifica-
tion as modes of relating are never entirely separate categories. In com-
plementary choices the lover continues, though to a lesser degree, to
identify with the idealized beloved and generally internalizes some of
the beloved’s characteristics.

Adolescents, when they do come to form opposite-sex crushes, often
pick as the objects of their affection family friends or relatives halfway
between their age and that of their parents. Then they experience poi-
gnant episodes of puppy love, with its attendant fears and yearnings.
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They experience longing but are not yet impelled to translate it into sex-
ual terms. Thrown into contact with the “beloved,” the young teenager
may blush, stammer, and appear awkward, all the while feeling posses-
sive of the beloved and jealous of anyone else the beloved favors with
her attention. The age difference between the young lover and his be-
loved suggests the link with incestual Oedipal fantasies, but it also pro-
tects against the possibility of a real sexual encounter. And here we see
that just as the family romance reveals (and conceals) a continuity be-
tween its dramatis personae and the beloved parents of one’s earliest
years, so, too, do romantic fantasies reveal (and conceal) a continuity
between the object of desire and the Oedipal parent.

The narrator in Isaac Babel’s short story “First Love” tells of the crush
he had on his neighbor Galina when he was ten years old and of his re-
action when he spied on her with her husband, who had just returned
from the Russo-Japanese war.

Galina would hold her husband’s hand all day long. She stared at him
incessantly, for she had not seen him in a year and a half. But her gaze
frightened me, and I would turn away and shiver, glimpsing that ob-
scure and shameful side of human existence. . . . Galina would bruise
herself, pull her robe above her knee, and say to her husband: “Kiss baby
better.” The officer would bend his long legs in their narrow dragoon’s
trousers, in their smooth, taut leather boots with spurs, and crawling
across the littered floor on his knees, smile and kiss the bruised flesh,
just where a little bulge rose above the garter.

I saw those kisses from my window, and they caused me agony. Un-
bounded fantasies tormented me.

But the preoccupation in crushes is not restricted to infatuation with the
Other or obsession about being excluded in a manner reminiscent of
Oedipal exclusion; crushes are often highly self-absorbing, offering ad-
olescents a stage on which to practice new roles for themselves, to ex-
periment with their own power as the object of another’s yearnings and
admiration. Thus, the art of flirtation is learned. (This is part of the
mechanism of complementariness, another way, besides identification,
that the self is enlarged in relationships.)

In The Genius and the Goddess, Aldous Huxley captures the wonder-
fully intense nature of crushes, their play-acting quality and meandering
aim, coursing from preoccupation with the beloved to preoccupation
with one’s self in a new role. Fourteen-year-old Ruth is in love with her
father’s colleague, John Rivers, who is himself infatuated with Ruth’s
mother. The mother is away nursing her mother and Ruth uses her new-
found freedom to alter her appearance and establish a new identity, a
process described by John Rivers, the narrator:
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Ruth didn’t seem to feel the need of acting her new part; it was enough
merely to look it. She was satisfied with the signs and emblems of the
grand passion. Scenting her cotton underclothes, looking at the image of
that preposterously raddled little face, she would see and smell herself
as another Lola Montez, without having to establish her claim by doing
anything at all. And it was not merely the mirror that told her who she
had become; it was also public opinion—her amazed and envious and
derisive school fellows, her scandalized teacher. She was not the only one
to know it; even other people recognized the fact that she had now be-
come the grand amoureuse, the femme fatale. It was all so novel and exciting
and absorbing that for a time, thank heaven, I was almost forgotten.

But then Ruth learns that her mother is to come home:

It was as though she had suddenly remembered who I was—her slave
and her predestined Bluebeard, the only reason for her assumption of
the double role of fatal temptress and sacrificial victim.

These passages from Huxley dramatize that half-way moment between
self-absorption (where the goal is often to be like another—in Ruth’s
case, like the grande amoureuse she had most recently read about) and
absorption with the Other (where the goal is gratification from that
Other). Ruth hovers at the precipice, sometimes retreating so far into the
regressiveness of self-absorption that she actually forgets her beloved.
Huxley catches this pivotal moment for us, freezes Ruth in that moment
when she is still balancing on the verge of some very final kind of
change—an internal consolidation of identity—that would allow her to
love the Other in all his subjectivity, not solely as one of the dramatis
personae in her play.

Teenagers are endlessly imaginative in playing at love, “practicing”
separate components of the love relationship before they gamble on the
full involvement of first love, before they are ready to bring idealization
of the beloved, yearning, sexuality, and intimacy together. One cautious
fourteen-year-old girl, longing to have an adventure and a romance,
concocted a minor triumph. Using a pseudonym and pretending to be
a reporter for a school paper, she called the local football hero (seven-
teen and too old for her in real life) for an “interview.” She was able to
transform that interview into a telephone romance of a year’s duration,
in which she called him at specified times but would never give him her
phone number. The romance flowered. They chose their song and
achieved a kind of verbal intimacy that lasted until she met him face to
face after one of his football games. After seeing the look of shock on his
face (no doubt she was very different from his fantasized lover) she
never called him again. Some kind of partial romance can suffice for



How Love Develops 79

some people throughout their lives, serving as an end in and of itself.
One thinks, for example, of George Bernard Shaw’s celebrated episto-
lary romances, in which he eschewed an actual meeting with the object
of his affection; or of Kafka’s, which suffered serious, ultimately fatal,
damage when Kafka gave way to the inevitable insistence upon an oc-
casional meeting in person. For others, partial romance is a transitional
phase, serving as a slow induction into love itself.

The developmental sequence of love is variable. Although crushes
are particularly common in adolescence and young adulthood, they oc-
cur throughout life, and at whatever age they are experienced, they can
serve as very valuable imaginative rehearsals for an experience that one
is not quite ready to enter into in full. They attach derivatives of Oedipal
fantasies to the object of idealization. In a sense they combine elements
of the Oedipal drama and the family romance.

Following is an account of an adult crush. The woman who told it to
me had had an unhappy love affair and was wary of men for a long time
afterwards. This infatuation came in the context of a lifting of her mourn-
ing (or depression) for her lost love. It was the first evidence of an emo-
tional thaw and a restored emotional availability. From the vantage
point of the observer rather than the lover, it is often possible to see how
a crush can act as a harbinger, indeed an agent or catalyst, of change in
the lover.

It’s actually very exciting to fantasize about a stranger. You become a
sculptress, making him into your perfect man. In Kevin Kline’s case, I
don’t think I was too far off. I remember it started when I saw him in
Sophie’s Choice. It was the scene in the bedroom when he’s conducting
the make-believe orchestra. He was shirtless, and as his arms went up
and down, you could see the definition all along his back. I recall men-
tally running my index finger along each vertebra, tracing all the
strength. His energy really hit me right through the screen. You remem-
ber him in The Pirates of Penzance? He’s startling. You have no choice but
to respond. Then came Henry V at the Delacorte. I missed him in Richard
III. I was too busy being depressed that summer to go to the theater.

I have a clear recollection of the first time I saw Henry V. (I saw it three
times.) It was in preview. Very few people showed up because it was
overcast and the reviews weren’t out yet. I was sitting on the aisle, third
row center, praying it wouldn’t storm. It didn’t.

The first act began with Henry coming out in his red velvet robe to ad-
dress his subjects. Well, I cannot begin to do justice to what I felt. His
presence on that stage made my heart jump into my throat. He was
amazing. His hair is heavy black (like cashmere), with streaks of gray
that look like tinsel. He could have been a king in another life. At some
point he did a monologue at center stage, and if I leaned over, I could
have touched him. Now that was like a religious experience. No other
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person has ever moved me like that. My heart pounded. I was sure he
could hear it. But the pedestal I put him on was the real fascination. He
became an icon: “Hari Kevin.”

I recall how crushed I was when I read in Liz Smith’s column that he
was seeing Phoebe Cates. I mean, Patti LuPone, Glenn Close, Mary Beth
Hurt, Linda Ronstadt, his dresser in Richard III, all those others didn’t
bother me. But Phoebe Cates was like a more perfect version of me. I got
depressed.

I sent him a candy jar filled with chocolate for Arms and the Man, be-
cause he played the chocolate soldier. A few days later his secretary sent
me a thank-you note on his stationery and my despondency worsened.
I thought he would call me himself; I moped for days, feeling slighted,
and inferior.

My friend made good use of her infatuation. It allowed her to awaken
emotionally, yet because it was “imaginary,” it spared her any sexual expo-
sure as well as the threat of rejection to which she was then, in the wake of
her failed love affair, particularly vulnerable. When Kevin Kline failed to
respond it was not really she who was rejected. “He probably thought I was
a fat girl from Queens.” She then went on to have a realized love affair, no,
not with the boy next door, but with someone of even greater public dis-
tinction than Kline. In her infatuation, one is able to observe the intense
longing (in her case the reawakening of longing) and the imaginative ide-
alization of the beloved that characterize love in all its developmental
stages, and, at the same time, the self-protectiveness and insulation from
sexual demands that are features of crushes. In striving for love, of course,
we must be willing to run risks, but sometimes a crush is as much as we
feel ready for, even as adults.

Crushes are important rehearsals for love. And whether we are un-
initiated and fearful of the unknown, or battle-scarred (like my friend)
and fearful of what we have known only too well, we can make fruitful
use of these rehearsals.

The opening phase of any love affair always bears a resemblance to
a crush, characterized as it is by the imaginative fantasy, the mentally
elaborated possibilities of what may come to be—trial action without
the threat of harm. This opening phase corresponds to Stendhal’s descrip-
tion of the first crystallization in love. In it one explores the whole rich
panoply of potentiality. During the interval between the first meeting
and the re-encounter with the beloved, the lover is primed by his own
imaginative play. Sometimes the imagination runs wild: one woman
was so horrified by the elaborateness of the scenario she had concocted
between the phone call asking her out and the evening of the date with
her new admirer that, by the time he actually arrived at her door, she
was embarrassed even to look him in the eye.
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Intuitively we all recognize the role of fantasy in love, which is why
we respond to romantic stories that highlight love’s imaginative com-
ponent, even if the stories seem on the surface to be farfetched, for ex-
ample, stories in which the lover falls in love with someone even before
he meets her, or narratives of one-sided love or of love that can never be
realized. In the 1944 movie Laura, a detective (Dana Andrews) investi-
gating the murder of a young woman believes that the victim is Laura
(Gene Tierney). During the course of his investigation, the detective
falls in love with Laura, whose portrait hangs in her apartment. Viewers
do not find it madness that the detective should love a dead girl, one he
has never known; in fact, they seem to identify with the detective. Laura
is a deeply romantic film which has found enduring success; the fact
that generations of movie-goers have been able to identify with a detec-
tive in such an implausible situation must mean that they have an intu-
itive or unconscious appreciation of the role the imagination plays in
their own affairs of the heart. The happy ending provided by the movie—
the discovery that the victim is not Laura at all, and that Laura herself
is still alive—celebrates and frees the lover’s imagination by affirming
its ultimate wisdom. Rather than administering the cautions customary
to love’s critics, the movie gives license to the impulse to love imagina-
tively, fearlessly, and unreservedly, even against the dictates of what
would appear to be common sense. The deep appeal of this film resides
in its success at converting dream love to real love.

Somewhere in Time is another movie on a related theme. A writer
(Christopher Reeve), allowed back into the past, falls in love with a
young actress (Jane Seymour) and decides to stay in the past rather than
return to a present without her. For most people versed in psychoanal-
ysis, the underlying fantasy from which Laura and Somewhere in Time
draw their strength would seem to be that of impossible love which is
magically realized—a derivative of Oedipal love. The tragedy of the
child’s longing for his mother is that he is separated from her not only
by the incest barrier, but by time. The time of her time is not the same as
the time of his time. In a certain sense, both stories might be considered
as fantasies in which seemingly impenetrable barriers are penetrated—
fantasies, in short, of Oedipal fulfillment, imaginative elaborations of
old longings.

Fantasies like these seem to be fairly widely dispersed; that is why
they can be relied upon to elicit a popular response. One often sees a re-
lated theme in the imaginative lives of girls whose mothers were wid-
owed early (either the mother’s first husband died and the girl is the
product of the second marriage or the girl’s own father died early in her
infancy). Romanticizing and idealizing the fallen husbands of their
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mothers, the girls exalt the love between them. Though not in love with
her mother’s husband, the girl is nonetheless imaginatively engaged
with him. These fantasies, too, are conscious derivatives of unconscious
Oedipal fantasies and are closely related to crushes.

In a sense, all the crushes of childhood and adolescence are neither
more nor less than phase-appropriate episodes of imaginative love. The
“lover” is content with—in fact protected by—the ideality of his love.
However, once past adolescence, most of us give way to the yearnings
for impossible love only while watching movies or reading novels, for
example, or in bouts of nostalgia for past love. Or we enjoy such crushes
for what they are, namely imaginative excursions.

But in our real lives we eventually attempt to blend the imaginative
with quite tangible gratifications, in the context of an intimate relation-
ship. If we are to enjoy the intimacy, affection, and sexuality of “real”
love, and not just the lesser pleasures of the crush, we must put our feel-
ings to the test in the real world, converting longing into action, attempt-
ing to bring about some kind of reciprocity between ourselves and the
one whom we idealize and for whom we long. We make this a possibil-
ity when we allow ourselves to feel passion for someone who might ac-
tually be available to us.

FIRST LOVE

Idealization is an essential ingredient of love throughout the life cycle,
but it is only one prerequisite. Old longings reinvoked, reworked, and di-
rected towards new objects—objects that, at least potentially, offer a bet-
ter chance of gratifying those longings for union—are the real fuel of love.
Just as mature sexuality is known to integrate different developmental
components, and absorb many pregenital sexual impulses, so, too, does
love serve as the organizer of many different wishes and longings origi-
nating at previous stages. In so doing, love becomes something new,
more than the sum of its parts or the culmination of a developmental line.

Perhaps nowhere are the transformative qualities of first love better
expressed than in Turgenev’s Spring Torrents:

Sanin and Gemma were in love for the first time, all the miracles of first
love were happening for them. First love is exactly like a revolution: the
regular and established order of life is in an instant smashed to frag-
ments; youth stands at the barricade, its bright banner raised high in the
air, and sends ecstatic greetings to the future, whatever it may hold—
death or a new life, no matter.
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The lover commits to a new life project, a new path, to be under-
taken with his beloved. Consequently, for union with a new object to be
a possibility, the old love objects must be given up. In this, as in many
other respects, the story of Romeo and Juliet is a profoundly accurate
depiction of romantic love is general, and first love in particular. The
play dramatizes the role of romantic love in separating us from our past,
creating a new present and future course, and thereby acting as an agent
of change. In love, just as in the earliest family romances, one frees one-
self from what has gone before and forms a new bond, one at odds, to
various degrees, with previous ties. First love is an especially dramatic
turning point in our lives, because it is often the means by which we
achieve “final” psychological separation from our parents.

For every lover, his new love must take priority over his previous al-
legiances, but this is particularly true of first love. In Romeo and Juliet,
the need for internal psychological separation is metaphorically ex-
pressed and fueled by the external conflict between the lovers’ warring
families, the Capulets and Montagues, whose enmity turns young love
into a matter of life and death. As the action of the play progresses, Juliet
successively disengages from each of her childhood ties—her parents,
her nurse, the Friar—till in the end she stands free of the past, commit-
ted only to her lover and their love. Romeo, too, becomes estranged
from friends and family. Both shed the ties that fetter them and keep
them apart.

The theme of the role of first love in separating the lover from his
family finds its way into many popular novels, too. For example, in The
Two Mrs. Grenvilles, Junior (William Grenville, Jr.) falls in love with Ann
Arden because she is free of the stifling conventions of his (upper) class,
from which he needs help in disengaging. Unfortunately, she falls in
love with him—to the degree that she does—because he is the step up
she’s been looking for. Each naturally is doomed to disappointment
since their aims are ultimately at cross purposes.

However, love, even first love, is not about disengagement alone.
First love effects separation from the past, but replaces discarded ties
with new ones. Love is not only the instrument of separation, but of rep-
aration and healing, as well. Love overcomes separation just as surely as
it separates; it de-idealizes past objects of love and idealizes new ones.
Love confers a sense of rightness, of achieving at last one’s rightful
identity. Joined to the idealized beloved, the lover regains a sense of im-
portance and centrality. First love, which sometimes endures, and
sometimes does not, is an important milestone in maturation, the first in
what is usually a series of adult love dialogues in which the consolida-
tion of many partial wishes, impulses, and feelings take place.
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First love is surely regarded as one of the great glories of one’s life.
And consequently it is often accorded a privileged place in memory. Liv
Ullmann, remembering her early marriage, which lasted five years, said,
“I can never be so young again with anyone else.”

LOVE THROUGHOUT THE LIFE CYCLE

The sequence of love dialogues does not generally end with first love.
The capacity—and the need—to fall in love continues throughout the
life cycle, though the factors that predispose to it are not always the
same. Love confers many blessings: intimacy and affection combined
with sexuality, reinforcement of self-esteem and worth, and so on. But
viewed from the perspective of catalyzing movement in one’s life, the
function of love appears to be twofold. Love can give surcease to the
disappointments that precede it, but it can also be invoked to catalyze
change when the self lacks stimulation, when one feels oneself drown-
ing in a sea of sameness. In the earlier part of life, certainly through
young adulthood, the self is hungry for experience—for the motifs of
life, to reinvoke Kundera’s metaphor. Consequently the young are no-
torious in their propensity to fall in love; the prototypical lovesick
young man or woman is such a common figure as to have become a sta-
ple of certain genres of fiction.

Later in life, when the self is more clearly defined, the traditional as-
sumption has usually been that the personality manifests less fluidity in
behaviors and choices, more stability and strength in realistically con-
fronting loss, crisis, and so on—and is therefore relatively immune to
storms of passion. This may be true for some, and, for some, one love lasts
a lifetime. But for others—perhaps particularly for men—mid-life stabil-
ity is necessary as a base from which they feel safe in pursuing those
long half-buried wishes that can culminate in passionate love. Conse-
quently, some individuals first achieve passionate love only in middle
life, or even later.

C. S. Lewis, though an eminent authority on love, fell in love for the
first time late in mid-life. His former student and then colleague Peter
Bayley recalled Lewis’s remark about his idyllically happy marriage:
“Do you know, I am experiencing what I thought would never be mine.
I never thought to have at sixty what passed me by in my twenties.” An
apparently committed bachelor, living with his brother at Oxford where
both were dons, Lewis had begun to correspond with an American
woman, Joy Gresham, who was interested in his work. A year later he
met her when she came to England for a “sabbatical.” She told Lewis his
books had been helpful to her on her spiritual journey, which had taken
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her from Judaism to Marxism and then to a true spiritual discovery of
God. Gradually, Lewis and Gresham became friends, sharing as they
did the same interests, even the same publisher. During her stay in En-
gland, Gresham received a letter from her alcoholic husband advising
her that he had fallen in love with someone else. She went back to the
United States, divorced, and returned to England where she resumed
her friendship with Lewis, clearly no more than a platonic friendship at
that time. Nonetheless Lewis married her when she was unable to re-
new her visa, offering a marriage of convenience so that she and her
boys might obtain British citizenship. But shortly after their civil cere-
mony, Gresham, then in her early forties, broke her hip and was diag-
nosed as having breast cancer that had already spread to her bones. Her
illness galvanized a passion in Lewis, taking him completely unawares.
Only then did he commit himself to a true marriage and therefore ar-
ranged for a sacramental ceremony (for him, the symbol of a real mar-
riage in contrast to the earlier civil one), which took place at her hospital
bedside. Both Gresham and Lewis found themselves deeply in love and
had three glorious years together before she died—years described by
all who knew them as radiant and filled with unbounded happiness.

What allows an emotional breakthrough of that magnitude so late in
life for a man such as Lewis? There are no more than a few hints in the bio-
graphical material that has been published thus far. Perhaps the move
from Oxford to Cambridge left him more open, or more needy. (Or per-
haps the move was merely the harbinger, not the cause, of change.) Both
the deep mutual interests he shared with Joy and her illness appear to have
been important ingredients in the process that allowed him to fall in love.
I would guess that Gresham’s illness released some old feeling in him (in
the television show “Shadowlands,” it was suggested that her illness re-
verberated with his mother’s early death), and that it also somehow
changed his image of Gresham, probably in the direction of purifying her
in his eyes (she was a strange choice for a deeply Christian man, Jewish by
birth and divorced). But this, of course, is merely conjectural.

Occasionally, through the lives of one’s friends or acquaintances,
one is allowed a deeper understanding of those specific events that
serve to catalyze love. One widower in his early eighties married a
woman with whom he had been living for fifteen years, but he only fell
in love with her after the ceremony. For him (and for some others too)
love could only be experienced after a commitment had been made.
But, of course, the decision to marry, given that he had actively avoided
remarriage for so many years, needs to be explained. It seemed to have
been triggered by two events: the death of a very close relative and—as
with Lewis—the illness of the woman with whom he lived. The death
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left him unanchored; and, as we know, loss may create the impetus to
love. But the role his girlfriend’s illness played in his emotional life was
quite specific; she, like Gresham, had breast cancer and underwent a
mastectomy, though with a much better prognosis than Gresham’s.
What is so striking is that the widower’s first wife had died of the very
same disease some thirty years before, having refused to have a mastec-
tomy. Only after his first wife’s death did he develop any intensity of
feeling about her, and he blamed himself for allowing her to disregard
medical advice and for failing to be what he considered a “good hus-
band.” In fact, he appeared so devoted to the memory of his first wife,
that his hypertrophied loyalty seemed to preclude any remarriage. (His
friends and relatives were somewhat amazed that the love with which
he remembered his wife exceeded by far what he had seemed to feel to-
wards her during her lifetime.) But in the second relationship, when he
had the chance to redeem himself, to nurse a woman through cancer, he
was able to rise to the occasion, and to fall in love as well. After his sec-
ond marriage took place, he declared himself happier than he had ever
been before; among other reasons, he clearly regarded himself as a more
giving, loving, and better man. Successful and affluent, he had never
before had much pride in his goodness, though that was the character-
istic he most revered in others.

There are many different kinds of situations that facilitate the expe-
rience of falling in love, both in mid-life and later. The mid-life sense of
too much sameness or constricting horizons may precipitate a longing
for change, one that may well take the form of “seeking” passionate love.
And, of course, the loss of an important relationship, or any crisis that
threatens self-esteem or self-identity, may also create a readiness to fall
in love. Sometimes the loss is the actual death of a parent; there are
those who fall in love only after an elderly parent has died.

Sometimes the impetus to a later-life love affair appears fairly obvi-
ous. The lover, overwhelmed and unsupported in the midst of crises,
reaches out for sustenance. Herbert Henry Asquith, the British Prime
Minister, even before his love affair with Venetia Stanley, had long had
the capacity and taste for seeking solace from young women, but the
friendships he undertook seemed without much intensity, conviction,
or exclusivity. However, his relationship with Stanley was an intense
love affair, at least on his part (though probably one that was never con-
summated sexually), lasting from 1912 until her marriage to Edwin
Montagu in 1915. (In the beginning of their relationship, Asquith was
just short of sixty, Stanley in her mid-twenties.) On March 8, 1915, he
wrote her:
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My love for you has grown day by day & month by month and [now]
year by year: till it absorbs and inspires all my life. I could not if I would,
and I would not if I could, arrest its flow, or limit its extent, or lower by
a single degree its intensity, or make it a less sovereign & dominating
factor in my thoughts and purposes & hopes. It has rescued me (little as
anyone but you knows it) from sterility, impotence, despair. It enables
me in the daily stress of almost intolerable burdens & anxieties to see vi-
sions & dream dreams.

Asquith’s love for Venetia emerged at a crisis point in his life. Not
only was it born amidst a severe political crisis; but Asquith’s second
marriage (entered into after the death of his first wife), though a love
match on his part, had proved disappointing and even debilitating. His
wife was in chronic poor health, was said to have lacked the tact ex-
pected of one in her position, and worst of all, had developed strained
relationships with all Asquith’s children by his first marriage, particu-
larly with Violet (whose good friend was none other than Venetia). Ap-
parently Asquith and Montagu both began to admire Venetia after they
saw the help and kindness she bestowed on Violet, whose fiancé had
been killed in an accident, and both fell in love with her after a trip they
made to Sicily with her and Violet. According to one commentator, the
intense love Asquith felt for Venetia benefitted him; it improved his
spirits and helped him contain his drinking, which had shown signs of
getting out of hand. After Venetia’s sudden marriage to Montagu,
Asquith was unable to continue to write her. But he resumed some re-
lationship with her after Montagu’s death and the last outing he made
before his death was to visit her.

There are still other factors that predispose one to falling in love in
mid-life. Least acknowledged, though possibly the most common factor,
is the impetus to love invoked by the envy parents come to feel vis-à-vis
the burgeoning sexuality, eroticism, and love they witness in their own
offspring. They may feel a revival of intense Oedipal furies when their
children fall in love and leave them to lead lives of their own. To the extent
that their own Oedipal feelings were either intense or unresolved, so, too,
are they more susceptible to Oedipal envy and jealousy in the later phases
of their lives. It is not at all uncommon for the love affair or marriage of a
beloved child to trigger a massive crisis in the lives of the parents.

Sometimes of course, the opposite can happen. The marriage of chil-
dren—or just their absence from the parental home—lends enough sol-
itude so that middle-aged couples can resume a blissful dyad freed
from all the triadic complications that come with raising children. One
of the most pleasing things about mid-life love is that it can be rekindled
between long-married lovers whose ardor had apparently dampened.
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As we have recently come to see, with the advent of changed social
mores and the condoning of amatory impulses throughout the life cy-
cle, many of the elderly form the same intense attachments as the very
young. It is one of the strengths of Muriel Spark’s novel Memento Mori
that she so vividly depicts the continuity of our wishful fantasies and
dearest preoccupations even into our seventies and eighties. Moreover,
the imaginative component—the mental facility for fantasizing love—
remains important in its own right, even when it does not serve as a
dress rehearsal for (or prelude to) love. It brings solace, lends variety,
serves as wish fulfillment, and allows an imaginative identification
with others. I think, for example, of a vigorous professional woman in
her mid-seventies, one of those vital and remarkable souls who has kept
her work life and social life intact through twenty-four years of widow-
hood and never obsessed about remarrying; yet who is fond of remark-
ing to her younger male colleagues, “I wish I had met you when I was
only seventy,” thereby sharing her playful “if only” fantasies. The men
are, of course, enchanted with her coquetry and charm, and remain dot-
ing admirers.

�

For the lover to be able to participate in mutual love, each of the preced-
ing love dialogues of his life must have been successfully negotiated
without his suffering too much hurt or responding with too much fear.
Otherwise the would-be lover becomes stuck in one or another devel-
opmental phase of love, or altogether inhibited in his capacity to love.
The lover who in childhood succeeded in integrating negative features
into his image of mother will, once the first flush of romantic love has
subsided, likewise be able to integrate negative features into his overall
sense of the goodness of his beloved. He must be able to accept her with
all her flaws, knowing that she cannot gratify him completely. If he is
unable to do so, his recognition of her imperfections will result in his
radically de-idealizing the beloved, and his love affairs will as a conse-
quence be extremely short-lived. Or, in another typical scenario, the
young woman who continues to idealize her father—for whatever mix-
ture of real and fantasized qualities—will almost certainly have diffi-
culty finding a lover who measures up to her inflated view of her father.

Idealization is merely a prerequisite or preliminary step to love; by
itself it is not love. Idealization may lead nowhere, provoking feelings
of admiration or emulation—or even envy—but remaining uncon-
nected to any yearning for union. Only those relationships that tap into
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that early yearning can flower into romantic love. But, the lover must
not feel the connection between his primal longings, his infantile crav-
ings, and the yearnings he experiences in love. For only when love’s
humble origins are obscured from consciousness by that mysterious
creative process that makes the very old seem entirely new, can one
overcome the old taboos and give in to love’s power.
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C H A P T E R  5

The Creative 
Synthesis in Love

L ove is often depicted as a nucleus of physical passion surrounded
by an array of other feelings—admiration, respect, affection, intimacy,
and commitment. However, the real core of passionate love is the
lover’s longing for the Other, and it is this nucleus that draws to itself the
aggregation of other feelings.

The lover’s longing for the Other is so intense that it supplants all
his previous preoccupations and seems to be a distillate of all the pre-
vious longings of his life. It becomes a force that draws on his very es-
sence. Here is how Francesco Alberoni describes passionate love: “. . .a
terrible force is born that leads to our fusion and makes each of us irre-
placeable and unique for the other. The other, the beloved, becomes
what only she can be, that absolutely special one. And this happens
even against our will, even though we continue for a long time to be-
lieve that we can do without the one we love and can find that same
happiness in another person.” One thinks again of Aristophanes’ ac-
count of love: each of the two parts of primordial spherical man, now
split in half, yearned for the other half, “and when one of them finds his
other half. . . the pair are lost in an amazement of love and friendship
and intimacy.”

Despite the general agreement that the defining feature of passion-
ate love is the lovers’ urgency to be together, the source of that intense
force remained wholly obscure until Freud intuited that love is a re-
finding. Freud’s great insight into love was to demonstrate the continu-
ity, despite appearances to the contrary, of the lover’s emotional life, and
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to flesh out the Platonic insight that the union in love is truly a re-union.
It was Freud’s genius to see that all the lover’s unfulfilled yearnings are
transferred to the beloved, who is as a consequence experienced as the
reincarnated source of all that is potentially good. The enormous power
the beloved seems to exert on the lover can in part be explained by the
love object having been invested with the mystique of all the lost objects
from the past.

In love, even while seeking renewal, lovers hark back to the past, to
ongoing, often unconscious, wishes and fantasies. Love seeks to undo
many disappointments of early life. Just as the “motive forces of phanta-
sies are unsatisfied wishes, and every single phantasy is the fulfillment
of a wish, a correction of unsatisfying reality,” so it is that love seeks (un-
consciously) to undo the losses of early life, to gratify unfulfilled and for-
bidden childhood wishes. In love the lover regains his lost omnipotence,
takes total possession of the beloved and achieves Oedipal victory. In
achieving a union with the beloved, he undoes the defects, losses, and
humiliations of his past. In doing so, he identifies with the victorious ri-
vals of his childhood and assuages his wounded narcissism.

Why does the quest for “re-finding” the lost object take the form of
passionate longing? One can only long for something of which one al-
ready has some glimmer of awareness. Theodor Reik gives us an impor-
tant clue to the motor force in love when he reminds us that longing
cannot depend simply upon the memory of love but upon the feelings
of loss accruing to that memory: once we felt ourselves to be the objects
of unconditional love, but no longer. “The zeal to regain paradise springs
from the memory that men once possessed it and lost it.”

Longing in love is a longing for the surcease of unfulfilled desire,
but it is also longing for the confirmation that, because of one’s infinite
value, one will never again be abandoned and left to do without. (One
longs for unconditional love, yet, paradoxically, one also longs to be
loved for one’s particularity. The only satisfying answer to the question,
“Would you love me if I weren’t pretty?” is yes and no.) Each of our suc-
cessive love dialogues gives us a new chance to undo previous frustra-
tions and to find both fulfillment and self-validation. In love is born anew
the dream of fulfilling the half-forgotten, inevitably frustrated wishes
for perfect harmony and complete mutuality—wishes that are re-editions
of the buried fantasy of obtaining the perfect mother who would love
unerringly and unceasingly.

But it is not just the general material of old fantasies that is reinvoked
in romantic love: the loved one (“object,” in psychoanalytic parlance) is
herself chosen after the model of the original love objects. In love, we
reincarnate all the lost objects of our life in the person of the beloved.
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The new objects “attract to themselves the affection that was tied to the
earlier ones,” to the parents. And here we come to a source of potential
inner conflict, the first of many of those that serve to confound love. “In
any love relationship, the new love object must recall the old, but for this recall
to result in happy love, it must not reawaken incestuous guilt.” In other
words, the excitement of love generally depends on the evocation of
some Oedipal reverberations, but if this approaches consciousness it
can lead to paralyzing inhibitions. Successful love both reinvokes the past
and moves us out of it, separating us from too much smell of mother’s
milk. (Of course, re-finding a lost object is not the only factor in “select-
ing” the beloved. I have already suggested that one’s love object may
also embody some buried aspiration of the self.)

How are we so sure that in forward-looking love, the lover is also
looking back? Searching for and re-finding the lost “object” is a process
which ofttimes leaves visible residues in the series of adult love dia-
logues. The subjective experience of re-finding is part of happy love; it is
revealed in the lover’s words: “I feel as though I’ve always known you.”
The sense of re-finding is probably the unconscious source of the lover’s
belief in elective affinities, marriages preordained in heaven, destiny ful-
filled. “We were made for each other” is how it’s usually expressed.

The element of re-finding sometimes emerges in odd ways. A mar-
ried woman friend had had an incandescent love affair with a married
man, one who had claimed to be utterly devoid of any but negative feel-
ings for his emotionally isolated and eccentric wife. But he could not or
would not leave his children, still very young, and she, who had left her
husband, finally disavowed him in a fury. They parted on the worst of
terms. Nonetheless, they were in the same profession and, therefore,
might have been expected to meet by chance from time to time. How-
ever, he stayed away from meetings where she might be present and
their paths would have crossed.

Over the years, however, he came to establish an interesting pattern
with her (at least according to her interpretation). Having stayed in his
“miserable” marriage, consoling himself with a series of affairs, he al-
ways managed to “accidentally” meet my friend whenever he “fell in
love” again, and would always be sure to tell her of his new passionate
interest. At first she thought he was gloating. As time passed, she hy-
pothesized he had come to tell her that he was okay too (she had suc-
cessfully remarried), and that she needn’t feel sorry for him or despise
him. But finally an event occurred that shed light on his curious pattern.
Once again he had sought her out at a public meeting, this time to tell
her that he was truly in love for the first time in his life (the hostility in
his remark was certainly not lost on her). After the meeting and recep-
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tion, where they had spent a good deal of time talking, he made to put
her into a cab and was helping her on with her coat. Looking at her coat,
he let out a spontaneous squeal of delight—his new beloved had exactly
the same coat as she. Witnessing his extraordinary pleasure at the coin-
cidence, she thought she finally understood why he had always sought
her out whenever he fell in love: he had come to compare his new love
with the old, with her, not competitively but as a touchstone, to reassure
himself of some emotional correspondence or continuity between the
old and the new. He appeared quite moved that his new love had
picked the same coat as she.

She remembered then how much store he had set on her clothes as
reflecting her true essence; early in their affair, he had fantasized that
she would take his wife shopping, would dress her and mold his wife
in her own image. He seemed to want the wife to be her, so that he
would not be confronted with the dilemma of wanting her and loathing
the prospect of divorce. (But even the coincidence of the coat was not
enough to convince him of the rightness of his new choice. By then his
children were grown, but he lived on and on with the same wife.)

The re-finding of the same object is frequently noted by the observ-
ers of love: “She’s exactly like his first wife. I wonder if he sees it!” “She
keeps making the same mistake. You would think she’d pick someone
totally different.” (And, of course, some people cling to what appear—
even to them—to be inappropriate, limiting, or self-destructive choices
because they believe they would only make the same mistake again.
Sometimes this may be a valid fear based on the intuition that their neu-
rotic needs would still prevail; sometimes it is no more than a rational-
ization covering the dread of separation.) The theme of re-finding, and
its dangers, is, of course, a powerful one in myth, the paradigmatic
story being that of Oedipus, literally destined to “re-find” his mother
Jocasta, with tragic results.

But tragedy is not the norm, which is fortunate because to the degree
that love is profound, the beloved always—though sometimes in indi-
rect ways—evokes resonances from the past. Love serves to assuage the
sorrows and wounds of some old developmental conundrums by bind-
ing the present to the past. It repairs the lingering humiliations of early
life, melds the sensual to the tender, the body to the soul, and provides
continuity at the same time that it separates the lover from the past.

THE MUTUAL IDENTIFICATIONS BETWEEN LOVERS

However, the aims of love are more complex than simply the gratifica-
tion of half-buried wishes or the re-finding of a lost object. Lovers by
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definition participate in a double identity; that is part of the power of
their experience. Therefore the lover wants to gratify the beloved as
much as he wants to be gratified by her. This is readily apparent in the
lover’s impassioned desire to provide for the beloved; he wants to
please her, care for her, and give her pleasure of the soul and body. In
Endless Love, David, speaking of his love for Jade, recalls:

Of course when you love someone it is a tireless passion to experience
their pleasure, especially sexual pleasure. Of all the many perversions,
the one I found myself most capable of succumbing to was voyeurism—
as long as the object of my voyeurism was Jade. I never failed to be
moved by her expressions of sexual pleasure.

Reciprocity, above all, distinguishes adult love from the love dialogues
of childhood. In realized love, through union with the Other, the lovers
energize, indeed create, a new complex set of identifications, new yet
echoing the past. The lovers identify imaginatively with each other,
each according the Other’s subjectivity equal weight with his own.

The lovers in O. Henry’s story “The Gift of the Magi,” a couple in re-
duced circumstances, are appealing because each sells his most pre-
cious possession in order to buy a Christmas gift for the other, a gift
intimately tied to the other’s most treasured possession. Della cuts off
her long beautiful hair—hair that would put a Queen to shame—and
sells it so as to buy a platinum fob chain for Jim’s gold watch. Jim mean-
while has sold the precious watch that was his father’s and grandfa-
ther’s before him in order to buy Della the tortoise shell combs with
which she longed to adorn her beautiful hair. Nonetheless, O. Henry re-
gards the two not as foolish children but as Magi, the wisest of men, be-
cause their gifts were those of the heart.

The importance to the lover of ministering to the beloved can be
viewed in its purest form in those love stories that celebrate love’s power
by depicting lovers who renounce love’s rewards. In such tales, the
lover sacrifices his personal gratification to preserve the welfare of the
beloved and, sometimes, the social good as well. He may go so far as to
renounce his very right to possess the beloved, to be with her. In so doing,
he asserts his altruism, his goodness, and his capacity for self-sacrifice
on behalf of the beloved. He achieves a kind of moral superiority and
one of the “purer” forms of love: the ability to put the beloved first.

Rick (Humphrey Bogart) in the movie Casablanca, reunited with his
lost love, Ilsa Laszlo (Ingrid Bergman), renounces her out of his sense of
honor, relinquishing her to her husband, one of the leaders of the under-
ground. Ennobled by his love, Rick gives up the glamorous role of the
worldly cafe owner, and goes off to fight with the Free French. It is not
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at all surprising that this role is said to have established Bogart as one
of Hollywood’s great romantic leads.

In A Tale of Two Cities, Charles Darnay and Sidney Carton are virtu-
ally indistinguishable look-alikes, and both are in love with Lucie Man-
ette. Lucie loves Darnay. Sidney Carton, in many ways an unrealized
man, never declares his love for Lucie but goes to the guillotine in place
of Darnay for her sake. Every former school child recognizes Carton’s
ringing declaration, “It is a far, far better thing that I do, than I have ever
done; it is a far, far better rest that I go to than I have ever known.”

For me, the most moving of these tales of renunciation is portrayed
in Chaplin’s City Lights. The tramp (Chaplin) scrapes together the
money for the operation that will restore the sight of the poor little blind
girl. Her sight regained, she never knows it is he who is her savior, but
she is freed to begin a normal life and to find love. This movie always
moves at least part of its audience to tears, no doubt because the audi-
ence participates in a double identification, with the self-sacrificing and
nurturant little tramp as well as with the beloved little flower girl
whom he saves.

The fictional examples of noble renunciation that come to mind
most readily are of men. But there are stories of women, too, of whom
the prototypical example may well be Camille. The lady of the camellias,
Dumas’ tragic heroine, was a beautiful courtesan who renounced her
one true love so as not to destroy his life and was only reunited with him
as she lay dying.

Self-sacrifice, of course, may take one of two different forms: the
lover may renounce the beloved for her own good, or for some worthy
cause, or he may stay in the relationship, sacrificing his own self-
realization in favor of the beloved. To the extent that there is a sex dif-
ference, men are more likely to renounce the relationship, women more
likely to make self-sacrifices within it.

The magnitude of the capacity for self-sacrifice demonstrates that
the lover has moved beyond any wish for purely personal pleasure. In
realized love, the lovers’ mutual concern, commitment, intimacy, and
capacity for self-sacrifice all point to a strong two-way process of iden-
tification transpiring between them. Reciprocity and deep intimacy ul-
timately depend on mutual identification between the lovers. Each has
an authentic sense of the subjectivity of the Other, a knowledge of the
Other’s point of view that assumes equal importance with his own.

While Freud located the origins of the need to be loved in the child’s
dependence on its parents, he was less explicit in deriving the develop-
mental history of the need to love, to be active in loving. Whence comes
the need to minister to the beloved? One can, of course, attempt to view
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reciprocity merely as a functional agreement between two parties. But
the lover’s willingness to sacrifice unilaterally testifies to some deeper
cause. And for that we must again look to the child’s earliest emotional
ties and the identifications engendered by them.

Many different commentators on romantic love have noted the ex-
aggerated idealization of the beloved that is an invariable prerequisite
for passionate love. But it is not just the physical or spiritual person per
se who is idealized; it is the potential ability of the beloved, as imagined
by the lover, to gratify him. After all, the original model for his image of
the beloved is, in part, that of either the actual or the imagined good
mother, the all-giving ever-bountiful person of one’s dreams. Such an
image is ultimately based on her real (or hoped for) ministration to the
child’s needs, not on any of her other virtues. Very early in life the child
internalizes the image of the good loving person and begins to identify
with it. The child plays with dolls, cares for pets, learns to cuddle others
as he wishes to be cuddled. Such an identification with the internalized
image of a giving person insures that the lover will have the capacity—
and desire—to take the active role, and not just the passive one, in love.
Just as the child is imaginatively involved in identifying with his mother
(or with the longed-for “nurturer”), so, too, does the lover identify with
the beloved.

I am at pains to emphasize that such an identification with a boun-
tiful, nurturing figure is not necessarily predicated on having had such
a parent (or any such person) in one’s real life. In fact, some of the most
nurturant lovers are making up for what they did not have. One might
say that the wishful fantasy of a loving figure may be all the stronger for
having had to be imagined. And, in fact, it may be precisely because
each and every one of us was frustrated in reality that we imaginatively
conjured up fantasies of the all-giving mother, fantasies that subsequently
become incorporated into our own conceptions of who we aspire to be,
and sometimes become.

So it is that a woman (Bette Davis) in Now, Voyager can do for her
lover’s child what her own mother never did for her. Now, Voyager is a
wonderful story of self-transformation first through psychotherapy
and then through love, and finally a tale of noble renunciation. Despite
its campy aspects, the movie retains a certain power and has a cult fol-
lowing, perhaps because it condenses many of the themes central to
love. Bette Davis’s character is first introduced as an extremely unat-
tractive woman, past her first youth, dominated by a very social, rich,
unloving, and selfish mother. In a flashback we are led to understand
that the mother had crushed her daughter’s first experience of love and
systematically put down all her efforts to be attractive. About to suffer
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a mental breakdown, the daughter is sent to Cascades, a sanitarium
where a psychiatrist (Claude Rains) helps her to achieve freedom from
her mother’s dictatorial and destructive demands, and to pursue her
own goals. His therapeutic endeavor issues forth in a miraculous
change in the woman’s appearance. Discharged from Cascades, she
goes on a cruise to South America. There, she has a transcendent love
affair with an attractive man (Paul Henreid), who unhappily is married.
Neither can sanction his leaving his wife and thus they are parted.
However, there’s an ingenious resolution to this authentic tearjerker:
the beloved man’s daughter, like the Bette Davis character, is an un-
wanted child, and displays many of the same problems. Finally, she, too
is sent to Cascades as a patient. The Bette Davis character, who has gone
back briefly, meets the girl and dedicates herself to nurturing and res-
cuing this child of her beloved. Through her action she and her beloved
are able to preserve their transcendent connection, though they are des-
tined never to be together.

In becoming the ministering, nurturant one, the lover is able to tran-
scend raw infantile need; he becomes the full rich giver and (through his
identification with his beloved) he shares vicariously in the pleasure of
being ministered to. Ultimately, it is not just the beloved who is ideal-
ized, but the love relationship itself and the reciprocity inherent in it.
The lover combines two profound pleasures: his own gratification (sup-
plied by the magical person of the beloved), and the assurance that he
is a magical person himself because of his ability to gratify.

To gratify and be gratified simultaneously is a heady combination.
The lover can be cared for without feeling infantile because he is also a
caretaker. His caretaking impulses are heightened by his intuition that
his own gratification is guaranteed by his ability to continue to satisfy
the beloved. The result is a kind of perpetual dynamic. Once set in mo-
tion, this dynamic generates rewards aplenty to keep itself going, though
the system does break down often enough.

Insofar as love mobilizes the individual to act for another rather
than directly for the self, it serves as an agent of individual change. The
lover is enabled to move out of the solipsism of his own consciousness
and to embrace another consciousness as a separate and equal center to
the universe. One lover bestows on the other an importance commen-
surate with his own. He thereby achieves a sort of shift in the center of
personal gravity. Many people can do for others what they cannot do
for themselves, and what they can thus do often represents a “higher”
moral value, as in self-sacrifice, generosity of various kinds, thoughtful-
ness, and so on. Love, being directed outward, toward an Other, gives
one, quite literally, a sense of direction, hence, a purpose and value
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which are lacking in isolated individuality. This sense of direction and
meaning further alters the sense of self, enabling one to feel capable of
becoming something even more.

Having transcended the boundaries of self by identifying with the
Other, the lover is empowered beyond the usual, and no longer bound
by old patterns, habits, and other rigidities of character. This is one of
the reasons that falling in love and achieving mutual love are often ac-
companied by spurts of energy, growth, and change and by a sense of
richness and abundance.

�

In mutual love, the lover is impelled by opposite but not necessarily
conflicting or exclusive motives: to love and be loved. However, one or
the other impulse may predominate, in which case, one sees, at one ex-
treme, tales of noble renunciation such as those just recounted, or, at the
other extreme, heart-chilling stories of a pre-emptory insistence on per-
sonal gratification at any cost (for example, when a husband insists on
a child even though bearing one may kill his wife). In idyllic love, the lov-
ers achieve an oscillating balance between giving and receiving, active
and passive roles, pleasing and being pleased, enacting the role now of
the child, now of the parent. In moving back and forth between these
two roles, the lover experiences the vital interests of the beloved as his
own, and he values her pleasure and happiness as much as his own. His
identification with her is so complete that she assumes an importance
commensurate with his own.

THE “WE” AND THE PARENTAL COUPLE

In addition to their reciprocal identifications, lovers form still another
new identification as part of a couple. They relinquish the usual insis-
tence on the boundaries of the self and come to believe in the autono-
mous life of a new entity—the “we” created by love. Their new identity
as part of a couple reverberates with all their memories of the important
couples of their developmental lives, particularly their parents.

It is not only the fantasized magical giver with whom the lover iden-
tified, nor just the beloved. The couple lovers form becomes part of their
identity; the “we” takes on a significance of its own. But here is the par-
adox that needs explaining: in mutual identification the self is not oblit-
erated, but, strangely enough, enlarged. Lewis Hyde in The Gift catches
the psychological trick we have of incorporating another’s identity, ex-
panding, and yet maintaining our separate identities:
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I find it useful to think of the ego complex as a thing that keeps expand-
ing, not as something to be overcome or done away with. An ego is
formed and hardened by the time most of us reach adolescence, but it is
small, an ego-of-one. Then, if we fall in love, for example, the constella-
tion of identity expands and the ego-of-one becomes an ego-of-two. The
young lover, often to his own amazement, finds himself saying “we” in-
stead of “me.”

Here Hyde catches the sense in which a joint identification with the
Other becomes, of necessity, part and parcel of self-identity.

The lover identifies the new couple he forms with the powerful pa-
rental couple of his childhood and thus it has a resonance and meaning,
which, like other aspects of the experience of love, relate to his earliest ex-
periences. While we know that the Oedipal child longs to enter into the
parental sexual and romantic drama in the place of one of his parents, the
replacement of that parent is not all that he seeks. Just as importantly, he
seeks to recreate the envied couple. The lover forms a new identification
as part of a couple, and through this new identification, formed in union
with his beloved, he identifies with his parents (as a couple).

Becoming part of a couple is one step on the way to taking one’s
place in the march of generations. Falling in love, and becoming part of
a couple, while it separates us from our parents, is also a kind of valida-
tion of them, and of their parenting. It means that we have been given
enough love from them to enable us to move forward from the hurt and
rejection we suffered as part of the necessary separation of child from
parent. It is a sign of trust in the basic goodness of life, of ourselves, of
other people, that we can once more open ourselves to love and the
risks of rejection we run in love. We validate our parents’ choice (their
coming together as a couple) by imitating it. And thus in the very act of
separating from them via romantic love, we signal our identification
and unity not only with the beloved, but with them as well. We, too, are
joining the dance of life, having chosen our own partners.

Love is an instrument of healing and reparation not just in one’s re-
lationship with the beloved, but indirectly (as described) with one’s
parents as well. (They may not see it that way of course, nor may we.)
It is only when we are “grown up” ourselves that we come to under-
stand our parents better—partially through recreating their experi-
ence—and to forgive them what we perceived as their transgressions
against us. In this sense the integration of the negative into our fantasy of
the perfect parent is a long process—for some a process never com-
pleted, admittedly—and romantic love, itself a developmental process,
is a part of the even more basic process of separation and individuation,
at the same time that it serves as a compensation for our previous losses.
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(Both separation and reparation are symbolized in marriage ceremo-
nies, for example, when the father of the bride gives her to the groom.
The mother of the bride cries and offers the clichéd explanation “I’m so
happy.” In fact, she cries because she intuits her fundamental loss. If she
cries from happiness, it is of a very complex kind. She may be crying be-
cause she intuits that her daughter will be experiencing what she her-
self has experienced, both its sorrows and its joys, and will thereby be
enabled to identify with her. She further intuits that for her and her
daughter fully to understand one another, to become closer, they must
undergo this separation. But how bittersweet this knowledge is.)

The ambition to reduplicate the powerful parental couple is the am-
bition of succession, of strength. The ability to form this new identifica-
tion is partly regressive but ultimately serves progressive aims. It is one
source of adult strength—the strength of the couple—and the longing for
it coalesces with the childhood belief that strength lies in symbiosis with
the mother. Mutuality is thus integrated at a new level in romantic love.

There is good reason for the lover to experience love as progressive
rather than regressive. In love, the lover creatively synthesizes aims and
gratifications which did indeed originate in different developmental
periods of his life, but he does so in ways that are so indirect, allusive,
and complex that the original aims are transformed by their realization.
The lover takes both the active and passive role. Psychologically, he is
able to condense and to identify with two powerful images, that of
mother and child (the lover now playing both roles), and further to
identify with the image of the Oedipal couple. He simultaneously par-
ticipates in all these individual and dual identifications and, in so doing,
integrates many partial and contradictory identifications. The achieve-
ment of love is to incorporate many diverse aims, among them restora-
tion of the oceanic sense of the mother-child dyad, satisfaction of the
transgressive wishes of the Oedipal child, and duplication of the power
of the parental couple. The lover has created a wonderful synthesis and
has transcended the traumas and insufficiencies of his childhood.

MERGER

Love serves not only psychological needs but transcendental ones as
well. Passionate love attempts to overcome the pain of separation, sep-
arateness, and the felt inadequacies of the solitary self through merger
with the Other. If sufficiently extensive, the lovers’ profound mutual
identification may be understood as the psychological counterpart of
the philosopher’s concept of merging.
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The longing at the heart of love is almost literally the longing for
merger, as portrayed in the Aristophanes myth. But what is merger?
Irving Singer, in contrasting the idealist and realist notions of love, helps
us to understand the distinction between merging and mere bonding:

According to the realist, people come together for the sake of individual
benefit: men and women live with one another as a convenient way of
satisfying their needs. This kind of community, whether in society or in
the love of man and women, the realist interprets as an overlapping or
wedding of interests rather than a merging of personalities. Yet it is
merging through love that the idealist tradition often seeks to glorify.
For things only conjoined can be readily separated; they may fit together
but they cannot become an essential part of one another; and to the extent
the overcoming of separateness remains incomplete. What is merged, on
the other hand, contains a common element, an identity that defines the
nature of both participants equally well. In finding the beloved, each
lover discovers the hidden reality which is himself.

Love, as Singer says, is more than the simply functional or expedient re-
lationship that the realists propose. The advantages the realist sees in
union are indeed part of love, but they are almost always incidental to
the true heart of love, which the lovers feel as more real than any other
form of reality, “more real than any other world, more real than time,
more real than death, more real even, than she and I.”

This larger-than-life reality that lovers discover is the experience of
merger. If union is the commitment between lovers to be together, to be
joined, then merger goes much further; it connotes an interpenetration
of selves. These are not simple identifications to understand. There is a
quality, simultaneously, both of mingling with the beloved and expan-
sion of the self.

The testimony to the experience of merger in love is overwhelming,
not to be discounted as mere rhetoric, coming as it does from so many
disparate sources—both lovers and observers of love—and describing
the same subjective phenomena. In Shelley’s Epipsychidion:

I am not thine: I am a part of thee.

In Wuthering Heights, Catherine of her love for Heathcliff:

“.. .because he’s more myself than I am. Whatever our souls are made
of, his and mine are the same... .

“I cannot express it; but surely you and everybody have a notion that
there is or should be an existence of yours beyond you. What were the
use of my creation, if I were entirely contained here? My great miseries
in this world have been Heathcliff’s miseries, and I watched and felt
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each from the beginning: my great thought in living is himself. If all else
perished and he remained, I should still continue to be and if all else re-
mained, and he were annihilated, the universe would turn to a mighty
stranger. I should not seem part of it. . . . Nelly, I am Heathcliff. He’s al-
ways, always in my mind—not as a pleasure, anymore than I am always
a pleasure to myself—but as my own being.”

The lovers in Ernest Hemingway’s For Whom the Bell Tolls:

“Afterwards we will be as one animal of the forest and be so close that
neither one can tell that one of us is one and not the other. Can you not
feel my heart be your heart?”

“Yes. There is no difference.”

The behavioral correlates of merger are revealed in the lover’s willing-
ness to act on behalf of the beloved as he would for himself, and to do
so automatically, naturally and not out of any sense of duty or sacrifice.
Montaigne’s description of his love in friendship for Étienne de la
Boétie comes close to describing the merger, even beyond the exercise
of reciprocity, that one sees in romantic love (and it suggests the close
kinship between passionate friendship and passionate love):

Our souls traveled so unitedly together, they felt so strong an affection
for one another, and with this same affection saw into the very depths
of each other’s hearts, that not only did I know his as well as my own,
but I should certainly have trusted myself more freely to him than to
myself.

Let no one put other, everyday friendships in the same rank as this.

There is no distinction between the one friend’s interests and the other’s.
They are as one.

Successful lovers establish a union, characterized by ongoing warmth,
commitment, intimacy, reciprocity, and some degree of mutual identifi-
cation. But although the lovers may strive for complete merger (what
we might then describe as fusion) they cannot sustain it. Instead, if they
are lucky enough to enjoy a passionate love, their feelings of union will
be interspersed with ecstatic moments of merger. These magical mo-
ments are experienced as epiphanies. At such times, there is, if not a loss
of ego boundaries, at least a permeability of ego boundaries. During
those moments, the lovers experience a sense of timelessness, bliss, and
transcendence. Their intermittent experience of merger is completely
unlike the obliteration of the sense of self that one sees in psychotic
states and which leads to terror. Rather, the self is preserved, the spirit
exalted.
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Passionate love cannot be sustained without those moments in which
the lovers feel they have achieved merger, that they are one. Part of the
ongoing intensity in love is the insistent hunger to re-experience such
epiphanies. For many, sex is the principal channel for the mystical urge
toward transcendence through merger, though it is by no means the
only route. Epiphanies can occur in moments of extreme intimacy in
which the sense of merger is marked by no more physical an exchange
than a gaze, the touching of fingertips, one lover’s arm around the other’s
shoulders. Perhaps these moments evoke something of that oceanic
sense of oneness that floods mother and infant in their early days to-
gether. Roland Barthes gives a beautiful description of the counterpart
of such a state in romantic love: “Besides intercourse...there is that other
embrace, which is a motionless cradling: we are enchanted, bewitched:
we are in the realm of sleep, without sleeping; we are within the volup-
tuous infantilism of sleepiness: this is the moment for telling stories, the
moment of the voice which takes me, .. .this is the return to the mother.
. . . In this companionable incest, everything is suspended: time, law,
prohibition: nothing is exhausted, nothing is wanted: all desires are
abolished, for they seem definitively fulfilled.” Yet this state cannot be
indefinitely sustained. Nonetheless, unless these moments prove too
threatening, they can be reinvoked, time and again.

Merger may most readily be expressed through physical means, but
its actual locus is within the psyche. It is there that the fluidity of ego
enables the kind of interpenetration of selves that constitutes merger.
The repository of meaning is located in the merger itself, in the lover’s
internal psychic process. Merger is in part surrender to a person, but
primarily it is surrender to love’s powers. Merger enables the lover not
only to cross the personal boundary separating the self from the be-
loved, but also, in the act of losing the limited, mundane self, to re-find
an earlier self. The earlier self, lost as a consequence of age and experi-
ence (and of the differentiation of the personality) is the creature Words-
worth describes as coming to earth (being born) “trailing clouds of
glory.” Wordsworth evokes both the freshness with which that self ex-
periences the world, and the inevitable loss of “the visionary gleam.”

There was a time when meadow, grove, and stream,
The Earth, and every common sight,

To me did seem
Appareled in celestial light.

The glory and the freshness of a dream.
It is not now as it hath been of yore;

Turn whereso’er I may,
By night or day,

The things which I have seen I now can see no more.
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In merger, the lover momentarily recaptures a state of de-differentiated
personality. It is as though the lover’s ego and superego were dissolved
or suspended and he has greater access to the unconscious and to bur-
ied emotions. This is similar to what Otto Kernberg has described as
crossing the boundaries of the self; and I believe it is the “wholeness”
that the lovers in Aristophanes’ myth seek. The transported lover re-
gains a primordial tensionless state of consciousness. It is the oceanic
feeling sometimes recovered in meditation or religious ecstasy. Words-
worth found it in contemplating nature. But most of us find it, if we find
it at all, in passionate love.

Paradoxically, the self-realization possible in adult love demands
that the lover have the ability and the strength, the sureness of his own
autonomy to let go enough to achieve the sense of merger. One finds
oneself only by losing oneself. When the lover transcends the limits of
self, his sense of self expands, his spirit soars, and the result is a feeling
of exaltation.

The deep intoxicating pleasure of love can only be described as an
exaltation. It is so remarkable a feeling as to be regarded as an altered
ego state, a sense of being so extraordinary that it has always served as
one of the greatest inspirations of poetry. The illusion of achieving
merger is made real and reinforced by the feeling of exaltation. What
appears as illusion to the outside world has an inner reality to the lov-
ers, one of feeling and affective involvement. Love may be born in illu-
sion and imagination, but it is in the achievement of the exalted state
that love becomes real and tangible. And it is the exaltation of love that
appears to be connected to the ability of love to transform the lover.

It has been said that “the sense of bliss associated with falling in love
has its origins in a state of longing” however dimly remembered “of the
feeling state of the symbiotic phase.” This refers to the oceanic sense of one-
ness that is presumed to exist between mother and child. Yes and no. The
exaltation may well be in a clear line of descent from one’s earliest feelings
towards mother, but the glory of love is that it also moves us through the
past and out of it, in the end separating us from what has gone before.

Love, then, is more than a mere echo of an earlier bliss. The exalta-
tion the lover feels is, in part, due to the gratification, at last, of unful-
filled longings of childhood; in part, the thrill experienced in the pursuit
of the unknown and the forbidden; in part, the ability simultaneously
to care and to be cared for, and so finally to transcend the taint of infan-
tilism with which our longing to be loved has been imbued. But the ex-
altation of love is most of all attributable to the new expanded sense of
self that results when two separate beings come together as one. In large
measure, exaltation is made possible by the lovers’ periodic achieve-
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ment of “merger,” with its sense of release from the burdens of self, the
immersion in something larger than self. In the pursuit of his goals the
lover is indeed in the grips of a true passion, an intense feeling state,
which becomes the major organizing force in his life.

In the exalted ego state that accompanies the realization of love, the
usual ego defenses are less rigidly maintained. Furthermore, the influ-
ence of earlier experiences may be mitigated or changed and new reso-
lutions to old conflicts achieved so that the lover has less of a stake in
maintaining those defenses. This overall lessening of defensiveness al-
lows for a flux in personality that permits a creative synthesis, a redis-
covery of buried parts of the self, and these may in turn be incorporated
with newly developed parts of the self, and new identifications. The
range of possibilities is thus enlarged.

Even if love ends, these changes persist and the exalted state is often
remembered as a magical interlude. Because of the intensity of the feel-
ings associated with the memories of mutual love, a realized love affair
always has a privileged status in memory. The fantasy or memory of the
intense love affair—something like a tape of an old movie reel and
which I call the “lover’s reel”—is stored away in the mind. It is replayed
at intervals, sometimes involuntarily. It can also be cut, spliced, and ed-
ited, all depending on cues to memory and current need. In the end,
whether or not mutual love is sustained in external reality, the memory
of it is preserved and continues to enrich the lover.

SELF-WILL AND SELF-TRANSFORMATION IN LOVE

Creative writers and biographers, as well as lovers themselves, sense the
catalytic effect of love in changing the lover and intuit that the resultant
change sometimes takes priority of importance over the love itself. From
them we get a glimmer that the power of love is an internal one, its
magic ultimately residing in the lover’s internal creative flux, not in the
worth of the beloved (however worthy the beloved may be), not in pos-
session, not in reciprocity. Even the most transported lovers sometimes
retain an awareness that love is often brief, the beloved fickle, while all
the time still revelling in their love. Rosalind, in As You Like It, knows
love’s limits, and her beloved Orlando’s too, but that never stops her
from glorying in the very tumult of her own emotions—in the reckless-
ness, the excess, and the freedom of letting go. That freedom seems to be
the joyousness that runs throughout the play, bubbling up and overcom-
ing her in the midst of her witty commentary on love. She may mock her
lover’s oath that he’ll love Rosalind “Forever and a day.” (“Say a day,
without the ever.”) But she’s as prone to tears and fainting and mooning
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as any country wench, as downright lovesick as the simple shepherd
Silvius. Indeed, it is Rosalind herself who tells us so: “Jove, Jove! this
shepherd’s passion/Is much upon my fashion.” And yet she’s as high-
spirited a lover as can be found anywhere in the Forest of Arden. Real-
ism cannot quench her ardor, and seems if anything to enhance the plea-
sure she feels in her own recklessness.

Perhaps it requires an artist’s temperament to revel so purely in the
internal freedom that is both the cause and effect of love, to intuit that
while being loved can satisfy one’s vanity and provide a host of other
benefits too, it is loving, not being loved, which is the greater pleasure.
A large part of the pleasure resides in the fact that love is, as Carson
McCullers put it, no honey-coated accident, but “a creative experience.”
Many poets seem to have understood that it is the lover, not the be-
loved, who is the chief beneficiary of love’s joys. As W.H. Auden pleads
in his succinct couplet: “If equal affection cannot be/Let the more lov-
ing one be me.” The Duc de la Rochefoucauld voices much the same
sentiment when he remarks that “the pleasure of love is in loving, and
one is happier in the passion one feels than in the passions one arouses
in another.” More extreme, perhaps is the remark made by one of
Goethe’s characters: “When I love you, what does that concern you?”

Being in love with love—as all of the above might be said to be—is
often about being in need of change. The poets themselves I cannot
speak for. But Rosalind is again a case study in point. At the beginning
of the play, she is unhappy and, when her cousin Celia urges her to be
merry, she sets out to obey. “From hence forth I will, coz, and devise
sports. Let me see, what think you of falling in love?” No sooner does
she propose it than she does it, for it is only minutes before she’s met
and fallen in love with Orlando. And within minutes of that, her life is
in every respect changed. Love does not always have such dramatic ef-
fects, but love does always change the lover, because through love he
achieves a newly enlarged, or changed, sense of self.

This change in the sense of self, experienced by the lover as the nov-
elty and originality of love, is at the core of love. It is in large part the
result of the multiple identifications in which the lover participates
when he falls in love. Love propels the lover’s move to new commit-
ments, and away from old ones. That is what stag parties acknowledge.
The man on the eve of his marriage says farewell to his old buddies,
whose central place in his life is about to be usurped. And that is why
the father gives the bride away, acknowledging that her place is now be-
side her husband. But whether it is one’s parents one forsakes, as in first
love, or an old love for a new one, or the sterility of a loveless life for the
richness of a love-filled life, love is always an agent of change. Its dia-
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lectic is that of separation and union, disengagement and re-engage-
ment. And the lover’s innermost self is the primary beneficiary of that
change.

Growth of the self occurs through desire and the self-will (assertion)
that seeks to gratify desire. The self grows through its desire for the
Other, through its longing to be joined to the idealized object of yearn-
ing, and through the new identification (and the consolidation of old
ones) that take place by virtue of the union between the lover and his
beloved.

The succession of love dialogues depends upon our self-assertion in
separating from the old and recommitting to the new. In separating, a
gulf between us and the past is created, one that leads to a chasm in our
emotional lives. Love permits (perhaps demands) a leap over this
chasm. The paradox romantic love solves is how to reassert one’s sepa-
rateness and yet not be alone. It does so by allowing us to separate from
one object (or set of allegiances) and unite with another. Such a se-
quence of separation and re-merger is the story of the child’s develop-
mental growth and of mature love as well. It is the dramatic plot that
Margaret Mahler tells in her story of the infant’s separation and individ-
uation from its mother. It is the story that is retold in the second individ-
uation of adolescence, and again when we fall in love.

Because of its necessary links with self-assertion romantic love can-
not be so important in cultures that value conformity as it is in those
that value differentiation and autonomy. In Japan, where conformity
and identification with the group are valued above all, romantic love
does not have a high priority. However, the Japanese do celebrate one
highly romantic convention: lovers who cannot be together in life join
each other in death—by suicide. For the Japanese, self-will (and its po-
tential for disharmony with the mores and dictates of the group) cannot
exist within the cultural framework. Consequently, the only acceptable
outlet for love (which is dependent on self-will) is doomed love, in
which the lovers, by dying for their love, simultaneously assert and ex-
tinguish the self, thus insuring that the group is undamaged by the in-
dividualism of the lover. Stories of doomed love are sanctioned by the
Japanese as a means of channeling illicit desires in a way consonant
with the cultural demand for conformity and duty. The Japanese weep
at stories of doomed lovers’ suicides, and thereby vicariously indulge,
romanticize, and exorcise those impulses within themselves. This kind
of dynamic sheds a little light on why doomed love has been celebrated
at moments in the West, during those periods of time when the valuation
of autonomy was coming into its ascendancy but the individual’s behav-
ior was still bound by strict laws of fealty and obligation, for example, in
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the Middle Ages. In such times the outcome of pre-emptory love must
of necessity be the Liebestod.

Without self-will, there is no capacity for psychological separation
from a pre-existing tie and therefore no possibility for a new love rela-
tionship. Without self-will, there can be no psychological separation. But
neither is there any highly individuated self. The self is delineated only
through separation, but the sense of being separated proves impossible
to bear. The solitary self feels cut off, alone, without resources. The soli-
tary self feels impelled to merge with a new object, and it does so in love.

The changes wrought by love become part of the new and expanded
self and they may last even when love does not. Love is a product of
need and of the imagination, but once called into being, love asserts its
reality by virtue of the sheer intensity of the feelings it arouses, and the
resulting changes in the self. It is this inner reality that sustains our fun-
damental belief in love as life-enhancing and when we are without it
stirs our hopes for achieving it once again.

Love is a creative achievement, synthesizing as it were real and illu-
sory gratifications of wishes and desires from all developmental levels
and, through the new identifications the lovers form, expanding and
enriching the self. Although love is illusory in its insistence that posses-
sion of the beloved will magically lead to eternal bliss, love is in fact
magical. It becomes the organizing scheme of mental life. By virtue of
the real relationship it engenders, the exaltation it creates, and the changes
in the self that it facilitates, love is vindicated as change-agent and cre-
ative endeavor. In its achievement there is a release from the constraints
of the self, a state that goes far beyond the fulfillment of narrow needs
or desires. The transcendence and transfiguration that one can experi-
ence in love suggest that it may be the secular correlative of the transports
and transformations one hears described as accompanying mystical re-
ligious experiences. This may be why we perceive love as grace, as a
gift, as being connected to the body but spiritual or soulful in its nature.

There is a deep psychological reality that accounts for the perpetua-
tion of Aristophanes’ myth of the separated halves that come together
in love. In love we recover parts of the self. But we buried them only be-
cause they had brought us too much pain; either they led us to strive for
the unattainable or belonged to the deep undifferentiated self. For ex-
ample, the early wish that seeks satisfaction in the ecstatic oceanic sense
of oneness with another must be buried if we are to differentiate and
thrive as autonomous beings. It can come to the surface again—oh so
tentatively—only in love or perhaps in religious transports. And when
wishes as deep as this one find fulfillment, the exaltation we feel is ex-
traordinary. The energy released when at last we feel loved and loving
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enough to admit our deepest needs, to allow those long buried parts of
the self to surface, is what fuels the sheer exhilaration of love. The sense
of relief and, ultimately, the peace with ourselves and with the universe
that we feel, is a result of coming to terms with our deepest feelings,
finding in our beloved our “better half,” that which we have previously
repressed in ourselves. Ultimately, it isn’t just the beloved with whom
the lover identifies or the earlier images of the all-giving person or the
“we”; the real discovery in love is the self. What is most extraordinary
about this recovery (and crucial to it) is that it can only occur when the
lover makes all those other identifications so completely that he loses
his usual inhibitions and forgets his narrow sense of self, and thus is en-
abled, ultimately, to find the larger self. This is the essential and defin-
ing paradox of love.
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C H A P T E R  6

Self-Surrender 
Transcendence Versus Enslavement

The first of love’s inevitable paradoxes inheres in one of its fun-
damental aims—the longing for merger with the Other. In merger, the
lover seeks to dissolve the barrier between the self and the beloved.
Since the barrier is the self’s boundary, what is sought is a form of self-
transcendence. Thus there is a striking overlap between the language
of love and that of religion, particularly that of religious mysticism.
Some degree of self-surrender in the service of self-purification and
self-transformation is a necessary component of merger, of those
epiphanies intrinsic to passionate love.

But here is the problem. Unfortunately, the impulse to merge is fun-
damentally at odds with another of the aims of love. One may seek
merger, but one seeks it with an Other. If one were successful in achiev-
ing complete and total merger (what we would then call fusion), there
would be no Other. The concrete fulfillment of fantasies of merger car-
ries with it the threat of the symbolic annihilation of the self and of the
Other. Love, by its nature committed to the preservation of the beloved
as well as the self, cannot press through to its goal. Here is the dilemma
as presented by the political theorist Hans Morgenthau:

.. .if love is a reunion of two human beings who belong together, that re-
union can never be complete for any length of time. For, except in the
Liebestod, which destroys the lovers by uniting them, it stops short of the
complete merger of the individualities of the lovers. It is the paradox of
love that it seeks the reunion of two individuals while leaving their indi-
vidualities intact. A and B want to be one, yet they must want to preserve
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each other’s individuality for the sake of their love for each other. So it
is their very love that stands in the way of their love’s consummation.

This conflict is one of the existential dilemmas that destabilizes love and
leads to its frequent corruption by the lover’s insistence on merger,
either through self-surrender (as I will discuss in this chapter), or by
recourse to colonization of the Other through domination (as I will dis-
cuss in the next chapter). When the pursuit of merger is unchecked, the
lover becomes either a slave or a tyrant.

Consequently, experiences of merger must be fleeting. While the im-
pulse to self-surrender—as part of the impulse to merge—must be re-
garded as an essential component of passionate love, it can only be
realized for brief moments. In such epiphanies the lovers experience
their separate selves as mingled, enriched without compromise of the
essential autonomy and integrity of either. The transcending of ego
boundaries enlarges and enhances the self rather than obliterates it.
Paradoxically, then, intermittent self-surrender can be a form of self-
assertion, a kind of giving of oneself that is the ultimate expression of
one’s will as a free agent. Rather than being demeaning, self-surrender
is experienced as an empowering act. This may be because the lover is
surrendering more to the power of love than to the power of the Other.

Whereas in moments of intermittent merger the lover seeks a new
and expanded joint identity, the impulse to merge may be debased into
a different kind of surrender—one in which the lover seeks to submerge
his identity into that of the Other. Such surrender is extended in time
rather than intermittent, one-sided rather than mutual. Perhaps the rel-
evant distinction is between joint merging in mutual surrender to love
as opposed to submerging in unilateral surrender to the Other. In the
latter case, the lover is seeking not so much to transcend the self as he is
to bolster the self, to make up for what he experiences as lacunae in his
own personality.

Some of the more extensive, or even debased, kinds of self-surrender
are sometimes still adaptive insofar as the lover achieves self-worth
through his sense of devotion to the beloved. Though he has surrendered
part of his autonomous identity, he may still preserve a central self-
identity and pride in himself as the full nurturant giver. In between
merger on the one hand, and enslavement, on the other, one sees different
kinds of self-surrender, more sustained than moments of merger, but
where the purpose is not masochistic degradation of the self but elevation
of the self—where the self finds its meaning in connection to the Other.

However, in its most extreme forms, surrender results in an impov-
erishment of the self rather than in any enrichment. The lover may lose
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the pride in himself as a nurturer and life-giver, devoted to a worthy per-
son and cause and become no more than an appendage to the beloved.

Even in love uncontaminated by neurosis, the impulse to self-
surrender often conflicts with the impulse to self-assertion. Everything
we know of the deepest sources of human longing points to a need for
self-transcendence but also to a competing urge for self-assertion. These
paradoxical, contradictory aims that are both so deeply entrenched in
our human nature find eloquent expression in Aldous Huxley.

Men desire to intensify their consciousness of being what they have
come to regard as “themselves” but they also desire—and desire, very
often, with irresistible violence—the consciousness of being someone
else. In a word, they long to get out of themselves, to pass beyond the lim-
its of that tiny island universe, within which every individual finds him-
self confined.

This is the profound sense in which I understand Freud to mean that we
are motivated by both Eros and Thanatos.

It is commonly believed that, in the area of love, women are more in-
clined to surrender than are men. The objection might be raised then that
in proposing the capacity for surrender as integral to both self-liberation
and the ability to fall in love I might inadvertently be legitimizing an
unfortunate female propensity for surrender. However, I would have to
disagree. In highlighting the capacity for self-surrender as prerequisite
to passionate love I distinguish it from both the psychological need for
unilateral surrender to the Other and the impulse to enslavement. There
may well be a gender difference in the common neurotic distortions of
the capacity for surrender: men are often inhibited in that capacity,
women only too proficient at it. As a consequence, men may be rela-
tively inhibited in their ability to fall in love (particularly during their
competitive, striving years), whereas women may too readily resort to
surrender as the primary mode of establishing their identities. How-
ever, the male propensity to hold back from surrender is as much a lia-
bility as is the female propensity to rush into it. Many men appear so
constricted by the need to assert the self at any cost (as a corroboration
of their masculine gender identity) that they miss out on the transfor-
mative potential of passionate love. On the other hand, by taking men
as devotional objects, an act which requires a corresponding devalua-
tion of self, women may focus so exclusively on the transformational as-
pects of love that the very core of the self is put at risk.

But there is no absolute difference between men and women. While
women may show a greater propensity to establish their identities by
defining themselves as nurturant givers, both sexes appear equally vul-
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nerable to masochistic distortions of love. And, at the other extreme,
both may be too jealous of the prerogatives of the self to fall in love.

SWEET SURRENDER

The temptation or motivation to surrender oneself unilaterally in love
is perhaps best stated by Simone de Beauvoir when she suggests that
“blind obedience is the only chance for radical transformation known
to a human being.” Surrender in love constitutes an escape from the lim-
its of the self or, through transformation, the creation of a new self,
which is, of course, a more extreme form of escape. In idealizing the
Other, identifying with or even vicariously living through the Other,
one is redeeming an unsatisfactory self by reconstituting it. Here, then,
is the connection between love and religion. In religion the emphasis is
upon surrender in relation to God, the symbol of worth and power be-
fore which every mere self is imperfect, though made in his image. We
try to redeem our imperfections and transcend our mortality in union
with him. The lover’s purpose, like the mystic’s, is to achieve redemp-
tion through surrender, hence the striking overlap between the lan-
guage of love and that of religious mysticism. (I worship you, adore you,
want to serve you, you are my savior, and so on.) Recognizing his own
weaknesses and ultimate limitations, the lover hopes to achieve mean-
ing, strength, and future purpose from his identification with the be-
loved. Consequently, surrender may sometimes be experienced as sweet,
as happy, even when it is one-sided.

Though the extremes of surrender—enslavement, masochism, self-
destruction in love, call it what you will—are to be found among mem-
bers of both sexes, the classic stories of sweet surrender are largely sto-
ries of women in love. Historically, of course, women have known the
limits of self all too well, and sometimes have found escape through love
to be almost the only route open to them. (Consequently, in this section,
the lover will be designated as “she.”) But men, too, eventually come to
know the limits of self, and then they may also turn to love as a mode
of transcendence.

There are many biographical and fictional accounts, particularly in
the nineteenth century, in which the lover submerges her own goals in
favor of those of the beloved and is happy in her self-surrender. The
lover deems the beloved to be worthy of the sacrifice, and, if the be-
loved is an eminent man, friends and onlookers may reinforce the idea
that the sacrifice is not only justified, but ennobling. Moreover, in the
nineteenth century, female powerlessness in the real world certainly fa-
cilitated the ideal of surrender in love as a mode of establishing identity.
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Born in 1831, Isabelle Arundell, who would eventually marry the
extraordinary explorer, Orientalist, linguist, and adventurer, Sir Rich-
ard Burton, was one such woman. While still a girl, she became enam-
ored of the exotic through some chance encounters with gypsies and
her familiarity with Disraeli’s Oriental tale, Tancred, a book she was to
keep near at hand throughout her life. Writing in her diary before her
“first season,” she confided her longing for “Gypsies, Bedouin Arabs
and everything Eastern and Mystic: and especially a wild and lawless life.”
This was a yearning that seemed destined to be disappointed, consider-
ing her conventional upbringing and the limits of her world. But after
meeting Burton at a summer resort, she committed herself to him, while
he, of course, was unaware that she had chosen him as her destiny. She
followed his daring exploits from afar and remained faithful to her al-
most obsessive fantasy of the future—that she would meet Burton again
and marry him. Her dreams seemed to gain credibility from a gypsy
fortune teller who foretold that through her marriage she would be of
their tribe and find a husband with whom she would share “One soul
in two bodies.”

Indeed, it is remarkable that Burton so neatly fit the fantasy that Isa-
belle already entertained. Years later, she and Burton did meet again;
this time he was won over by her adoration. For her, he was the living
embodiment of her own self-projection; as she wrote later to her mother,
“I wish I were a man. If I were, I would be Richard Burton; but being only a
woman, I would be Richard Burton’s wife.” More years passed, but finally
Isabelle and Burton married. However while she chose him as her des-
tiny, his destiny remained the East. They lived together over thirty
years—years often interrupted by his lengthy travels and adventures—
but her devotion to him never waned. It is even said that she secured
his fame through her unflagging efforts on his behalf. But, of course,
surrender such as Isabelle’s may also be cannibalistic. In the end, as one
biographer suggested, Burton was caged by her devotion. After his
death, she did what many contemporaries judged unpardonable; pre-
sumably fearing revelations that might damage his reputation (or that
of the marriage) she burned his journals and The Scented Garden, which
he considered his master work. In so doing, she disregarded his express
wishes and preserved his legend as she saw fit. It was perhaps her ulti-
mate assertion of her domination over him, claiming him utterly as her
own, canonizing her idealized image of him for posterity and protect-
ing it against the possibility of being sullied by the real man.

Another instance of a woman submerging her identity in that of an
extraordinarily creative man, despite the fact that she had previously
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had rather a lively and autonomous identity of her own, is that of the
actress Juliette Drouet who gave herself over to a lifelong devotion to
Victor Hugo. Hugo, whose personality was said to have been con-
stricted in certain regards before he met Juliette, was like a drunken
man in the initial stages of his love affair with her, utterly intoxicated
with the realization of love and probably an expanded sense of his sex-
uality. But he never ended his marriage or entered into Juliette’s world.
Instead he took her out of her world, installed her in an extremely mod-
est apartment, and for a dozen years, virtually forbade her having any
social intercourse. During that period of isolation, while waiting end-
lessly for his visits, she wrote him approximately seventeen thousand let-
ters that chronicle both her great happiness and her great sorrow. Some
claim that before she met Hugo her acting career was foundering and
that she saw no real artistic future for herself, but her devotion to Hugo
was apparently genuine. She was steadfast throughout the many changes
in his fortunes and the fluctuations in their relationship, even managing
to overlook an eight-year liaison he had with yet another mistress. Juli-
ette eventually achieved some greater serenity and fulfillment with him
and was clearly acknowledged as his primary relationship after his
wife’s death.

The continuing idealization of one particular object and the perpet-
uation of one’s self-surrender, as in the case of Juliette Drouet, may be
facilitated when one’s own idealization of that person is reinforced by
public opinion. It must be remembered that Hugo, like Byron before
him, was the supreme idol of his age, and that, consequently, Drouet’s
appraisal of him found external validation. The public elevation of one
man above others is part of what makes him a magnet for those with an
impulse to surrender, hence the near fanatic worship of “stars” in every
historical epoch.

Some instances of self-surrender are time-limited. The object of such
surrender, feeling burdened, may of course bolt, but the surrendering
lover may also have a change of heart. Such was the case, in the twentieth
century, of Virginia Haggard who wrote of her “Seven Years of Plenty
with the Master,” Chagall. Haggard, married to an impoverished painter
and the mother of a small child, was employed to take care of Chagall
after his wife had died. Her role expanded quickly from that of care-
taker to that of lover as well, and to Chagall it seemed that his dead wife
Bella had sent Haggard to care for him. She submerged herself in him,
bore his son, and sent her daughter away to boarding school so as not
to disturb Chagall. (Much later her daughter affirmed that her mother’s
seven blissful years were quite the opposite for her; during that time,
she had felt utterly displaced from her mother’s affections.) But eventu-
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ally Haggard, feeling constricted by the demands placed upon her as
mistress of a famous man, resolved the problem by running away with
a Belgian filmmaker who was doing a film about Chagall. Chagall him-
self, though mystified and enraged, was of course able to find a devoted
replacement soon after.

Throughout the years, the stories of surrender to artists and creative
people are legion. Consider Alice B. Toklas’s devotion to Gertrude Stein
and Gertrude Stein’s assumptions (or presumptions) in penning The
Autobiography of Alice B. Toklas. Sometimes the lover is extremely cre-
ative in her own right, her own gifts suffering because of her deference
to the master. Even so spirited and gifted a woman as Alma Schindler
gave up her creative aspirations in favor of her husband-to-be Gustav
Mahler. At the time of her engagement she was a pupil of the composer-
conductor Alexander von Zemlinsky (a fellow student was Arnold
Schoenberg). According to Alma, in writing to Mahler, she happened to
say that she would not write any more that day as she had some work
to finish, meaning composition, which up to then had taken the first
place in her life. But in her memoirs, Alma writes that “the idea that
anything in the world would be of more importance than writing to him
filled him with indignation, and he wrote me a long letter, ending up by
forbidding me ever to compose anymore. It was a terrible blow... .I bur-
ied my dream and perhaps it was for the best. It has been my privilege
to give my creative gifts another life in minds greater than my own.
And yet the iron had entered my soul and the wound has never
healed.” Mahler died after they had been married nine years and Alma
was yet to embark on the string of illustrious affairs and marriages that
would make her famous in her own right. In a sense she forged a career
out of her sexual and romantic alliances with famed men.

However, the protagonists in the great dramas of surrender are usu-
ally not famous. In fact, the urge to surrender comes from within and is
often merely rationalized by invoking (or inflating) the personal gifts of
the beloved. In his short story “The Darling,” Chekhov gives us a classic
tale of surrender in love as a woman’s means of establishing self-identity.
The Darling finds her identity, sole self-expression, and raison d’être in
her devotion to a series of love objects; without love, she sinks into de-
pression. As Chekhov describes her, “She was always fond of some one,
and could not exist without loving.” Married to Vanitchka Kukin, a the-
atre manager, she adopted his opinions and tastes, and became a great
advocate of the artistic and social merits of the theater. She always de-
livered her thoughts by invoking the authority of the combined “Van-
itchka and I,” so much so that the actors jokingly called her “Vanitchka
and I” or, more affectionately “the Darling.” (For the Darling, Kukin was
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idealized and elevated as much as Picasso was for Françoise or Jacque-
line.) Kukin died suddenly and the Darling was, of course, profoundly
saddened.

She revived only a few months later, however, when she married a
timber merchant. In response to her new husband, she now immersed
herself in business and assumed his values. Even her feelings toward
the theatre, which she had loved so dearly, were transformed. When a
friend suggested a play for relaxation and amusement, the Darling re-
plied that she had no time for such nonsense. She had six glorious years
as the wife of the timber merchant, but then found herself widowed
once again.

She recovered from this latest grief only when she took up with a
veterinary surgeon. Again she found her interests and values through
him and was now adamant about the need for veterinary inspection to
control animal disease. But her lover became embarrassed and resented
her speaking as though she herself were a veterinarian. He eventually
abandoned her and she fell once again into a depression, from which
she recovered only years later when the veterinarian’s son was given to
her care. Through immersion in the child she once more regained her ra-
diance, composure, and her purpose in life.

Different readers respond to “The Darling” in markedly contrasting
ways. I first read the story in the 1950s, when it was given to me by my
militantly anticonformist uncle. He cited the tale as an example of the
troubles that can befall women who give up any claim to autonomy. At
first, I reacted to the Darling just as it appeared to me that Chekhov him-
self did, horrified at her emptiness. But from a more traditional vantage
point, the Darling embodies the noble attributes of self-sacrifice and
self-abrogation in the interests of someone else. Tolstoy, commenting on
the story, viewed it from this latter perspective and is critical of Chek-
hov’s attitude towards his creation: “The author evidently means to
mock at the pitiful creature—as he judges her with his intellect, but not
with his heart.” Tolstoy admits the absurdity of the Darling’s series of
love objects, but concludes that despite Chekhov’s manifest intent, he
had nonetheless inadvertently blessed her, for “the soul of The Darling,
with her faculty of devoting herself with her whole being to any one she
loves, is not absurd, but marvellous and holy.”

Reading “The Darling” again, I am struck by what might now be con-
sidered its proto-feminist stance—its “disapproval” of the values em-
braced by apparently submissive women. But Tolstoy’s point, despite
some strains of misogyny in his characterization, is well taken. The story
is not about a power relationship that results from either the external con-
dition (or plight) of woman. The psychological insight in the story resides
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in Chekhov’s portrayal of the Darling’s need to devote herself entirely to
a beloved and cloak herself in his identity. The scenario of surrender is
hers, her invention and her need. This is a tale of surrender, not one of
submission. Here, surrender is a matter of character, not of situation.

Were Kukin, the Darling’s first husband, to have lived, would anyone
fault her devotion, or would she be praised as the ideal embodiment of
nurturant altruistic love? It is her bad luck in being twice widowed
which reveals that the inspiration for her devotion does not originate
with the beloved but with her—that she is in fact one of those creatures
for whom the surrender itself is what is most desired in love, and that she
will always find someone to whom to surrender. This is, of course, of-
fensive to anyone who imaginatively puts himself in the place of the be-
loved, who wants to be validated for his unique and irreplaceable
qualities, not simply to serve as the blank screen onto which love is pro-
jected. And it is equally disturbing to lovers who see their love as unique,
inspired by the beloved. They feel confident that they would only surren-
der themselves in a singular “great” love. But for the Darling it seems
that almost anyone can serve as the beloved. The Darling comes too close
to being promiscuous in love, and that is why she makes us uneasy.

Despite the subjective experience of the lover who idealizes the be-
loved and thinks that only this particular person could elicit such a re-
sponse, surrender is in part impersonal; a lover prone to surrender will
find an “appropriate” object to whom to surrender. The Darling is an
extreme example of this predilection for surrender.

At the other extreme are those who are unable to let go at all and for
whom no one (or at least no one available to them) seems quite good
enough to warrant their love, the tribute of themselves; they are inhib-
ited from falling in love altogether and completely miss out on the cre-
ative potential of love.

Most of us fall in between these two extremes: not everyone will do
as an object of our love, but there is considerable latitude of choice. This
is the dismayed observation of Tomas, Kundera’s protagonist in The
Unbearable Lightness of Being, as he views his beloved mistress, Tereza,
dancing with another man.

They made a splendid couple on the dance floor, and Tomas found her
more beautiful than ever. He looked on in amazement at the split-
second precision and deference with which Tereza anticipated her part-
ner’s will. The dance seemed to him a declaration that her devotion, her
ardent desire to satisfy his every whim, was not necessarily bound to his
person, that if she hadn’t met Tomas, she would have been ready to re-
spond to the call of any other man she might have met instead. He had
no difficulty imagining Tereza and his young colleague as lovers. And
the ease with which he arrived at this fiction wounded him.
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Tereza may have been out of touch with any such inclination in herself,
attributing her feelings solely to Tomas’s worth. But Tomas had a mo-
ment of clairvoyance in which he saw through to Tereza’s need to sur-
render almost irrespective of the object and as a consequence suffered a
blow to his pride in being loved.

Tomas brings to mind a man I once knew who tortured himself
imagining that were he to die, his wife, as a newly minted rich widow,
would rapidly assuage her grief by falling in love again. He felt the
need to believe that his wife could only feel the feelings she felt with
him and with no one else, that there was absolute specificity to her ca-
pacity to give herself in love to him. When he fantasized that she might
love another, it seemed to make her love for him tawdry, and he grew
sullen in his unspoken resentment toward her.

The impulse to surrender that seems to have been so widely acted
upon in earlier eras is still with us. But it is no longer accorded the same
positive reinforcement from onlookers and friends. That is partly be-
cause our current culture places such a high value—indeed an excessive
one—on autonomy. In addition, many mistake surrender for submis-
sion. These are by no means the same thing, though they may overlap.
The difference consists of this: in surrender, the impulse is from within;
its purpose is self-purification or self-expansion through the transcend-
ing of the self and identification with the attributes of the Other. In sur-
render, it is a purged “reconstituted” self that is saved: the very act of
surrender is a kind of recovery of radical innocence. No self-will stands
between the lover and her secular god. This it shares with the religious
impulse and it yields the same gratification. Surrender is autonomous—
it is unforced and it has no covert agenda such as manipulation. Its pur-
pose is to merge, lose, and enlarge the self all at once. As Dante has it,
“In la sua volontade e la nostra pace.” (In His will is our peace.)

In contrast, in submission, the response is to an external power dif-
ferential; one is attempting to control a superior and dominating force,
and to preserve one’s will and autonomy insofar as one can. Submis-
sion, though it implies an external dominant force, real or imagined, also
implies manipulation. It has a covert agenda, to manipulate the Other in
order to maintain the self. The two—surrender and submission—are of-
ten admixed, one with the other, but they are not identical. Animals can
submit to one another; only human beings can surrender. Self-surrender
sometimes has the potential for happiness. Submission never does.

Surrender can certainly be understood in purely existential terms
as the attempt to escape solitude and the solipsism of the self. Yet self-
surrender is often experienced as conflictual, for the threat it poses to
the self. Moreover, the impulse to self-surrender may be motivated, to
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varying degrees, by conscious or unconscious feelings of inadequacy,
dependency, powerlessness, even worthlessness, and the need to
counter them. Then the lover is no longer motivated primarily by the
wish for self-transcendence, self-expansion, or self-purification; rather
she is pursuing other aims—the bolstering of a fragile self, the restora-
tion of a damaged self, the glorification of an impoverished self, the co-
hesion of a fragmented self, the empowering of a powerless self, or the
obliteration of a hated self. When love is motivated by aims such as
these, it is regressive rather than progressive—an attempt to secure the
protection and support longed for early in life. It is in this range that
surrender is problematic and symptomatic of an underlying weakness
in the lover. In essence, the impulse to self-transcendence will have been
perverted in ways that may be reparative or adaptive over the short
term, but the long-term outcome may not be so sanguine. Some lovers
will be able to form new identifications that become the basis of auton-
omous growth; but many others will find their potential growth stunted
and their self-esteem even more grievously eroded. To the degree that
the lover necessarily visualizes the beloved as superior, more capable,
and powerful than herself, she may value herself only through identifi-
cation with the exalted personage of the beloved. Then the transcendent
and transformational potential of merging in surrender has been almost
completely supplanted by the need to submerge.

AMBIVALENT SURRENDER

There are those for whom the threats implicit in surrender are so great
as to preclude falling in love. The fear of falling in love is usually rooted
in early life experiences. If one’s parents were experienced as too intru-
sive and one’s autonomy only dearly won, a love of any kind may appear
threatening, and romantic love in particular because of the surrender in-
herent in it which is experienced as either submission or a loss of auton-
omy. Such fears may effectively preclude the possibility of romantic
love, for the ability to achieve those moments of union that characterize
passionate love requires the courage to let go, the willingness to risk one’s
autonomy.

Many tentative forays into love are aborted either because they pose
real or symbolic threats to selfhood. Even when the integrity of the self
is not at risk as it is in enslavement, pride and self-esteem may be (or
appear to be) endangered. The lover may become frightened at the
strength of his impulse toward surrender and the lack of autonomy he
thinks it implies and he may make strenuous efforts to disengage. Or,
out of self-protectiveness, he may pick an Other who does not recipro-
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cate his feelings, and, consequently, one who sets external limits to his
attempt to merge. Fearing merger, he thus sets up a situation which will
prevent it. Similar motives dictate the behavior of the lover who after
moments of great intimacy, particularly sexual moments, reasserts his
separateness by withdrawal or by starting a quarrel. The more soulful
and intimate the love-making, the greater may be the dread of loss of
self, of dissolution (or emptiness) afterwards, and the sadness or dis-
tancing that surfaces in response to that dread. (Some people are only
able to let go sexually as they disengage emotionally, being too afraid to
surrender in both domains simultaneously. Consequently, one some-
times hears of a woman who may be orgasmic for the first time as a re-
lationship unravels.)

In surrender, the lover wants to be incorporated into the beloved.
Extreme or unilateral forms of surrender may lead the lover to sub-
merge his tastes, interests, beliefs, and values, and either assume those
of the beloved in toto (as in “The Darling”) or give them complete pri-
ority over his own. Such a lover looks for the meaning of his life in his
association and identification with the beloved. At first, he is happy to
be encompassed by the beloved, and the sense of self expands. Paradox-
ically, it is only in spending the self that one can enrich the self, only in
giving that one receives. (As many commentators have noted, in the
West, even the mystical surrender to God is accompanied by the hope
for personal salvation.)

Yet, unfortunately, such happiness can be short-lived, the radical
surrender of self ultimately offending both lover and beloved. Insofar
as he surrenders himself, the lover can be depleted if the beloved comes
to devalue or scorn him. What began as a quest for transcendence can
end in the impoverishment of servitude or even slavery. Or, as some-
times happens, the lover discovers the beloved to be less than a god and
becomes disenchanted.

Surrender can also become unhappy when the lover feels that the self
he had wanted to purify and expand by union with the beloved is instead
impoverished, that he has, for fear of endangering the relationship, given
up too much of himself, to the ultimate diminishment of a self-respecting
core. He comes to fear his own regression to an infantile and dependent
state from which he may never emerge. The fearful lover may pull back
abruptly from his own impulse to surrender; and he may do so in ex-
treme anger, leaving the beloved completely bewildered. As one man
who was the object of such an abrupt reversal in his lover’s feelings put
it, “First she turned to me, but soon enough she turned on me.”

To remedy fears of losing self, a lover may have recourse to still
more strenuous measures. The threat to autonomy can give rise to an
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impulse to flee the relationship altogether, or to enter into another affair
and thus preserve an identity separate from that of the beloved. In
James Salter’s novel Light Years, the husband can muse affectionately on
his wife once he has a mistress:

He had a glimpse of her crossing the hall and a feeling of great warmth
came over him, affection for her hips, her hair, the bracelets on her wrist.
In some way he was suddenly equal to her; his love did not depend on
her alone, it was more vast, a love for women, largely ungratified, an un-
attainable love focused for him in this one willful, mysterious creature,
but not only this one. He had divided his agony; it was cleaved at last.

This is frequently the operative mechanism when an affair is utilized in
order to “save” a marriage, and explains why the meaning of an extra-
marital affair is not always what it appears to be. Though sometimes it
is a search for an alternative, and as such a threat to a marriage which
is already seriously compromised, at other times an affair serves as an
“equalizer” which gives the lover a renewed sense of autonomy, and
thereby allows the marriage to continue.

The lover’s attempts at pursuing or preserving his autonomy may
be sparse, laconic, symbolic, and indirect. One very intelligent and ac-
complished woman, passionately in love with a world-famous acade-
mician and theoretician, was unable to force herself to read his work.
She feared she would be overcome by the sheer force of his intellectual
prowess and would experience her own gifts as inferior; therefore she
shielded herself from any firsthand knowledge of his genius. Even so,
she knew her self-esteem was dependent on his admiration and love.
She basked in his glory, but was simultaneously fearful of being over-
whelmed by him. She remained poised between the impulse to surren-
der and the impulse to flee.

Following the end of a “love” relationship in which he felt engulfed,
the lover may eschew any subsequent form of intimacy whatsoever.
One man I know, on the rebound from a truly passionate love, one in
which (though he didn’t understand this at the time) he had felt
swamped, married an altogether timid, constricted woman. Only after
the end of that marriage, doomed from its beginning, was he able to re-
construct what had happened. At the time of the passionate affair he
had been aware only of the passion and liberation he felt. As he put it,
“I was too busy feeling the feelings, not observing them.” But later, in
reflecting—no longer reacting—he sensed how frightened he’d been at
the prospect of losing autonomy, and understood how that fear had dic-
tated his subsequent behavior. “Afterwards, in varying degrees, I made
myself unavailable to women, most often just emotionally, sometimes
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emotionally and sexually. And in looking back, I could discern, after the
fact, that I had felt invaded.. .that’s why I married the woman I did. She
was not threatening in any way.”

A standard mechanism for resolving the conflict between one’s si-
multaneous wishes for surrender and autonomy is to choose an un-
yielding love object. One can yield to the impulse to surrender if one has
the safeguard of a partner who refuses to reciprocate, to yield in turn.
Thus flinging oneself against an unresponsive love object is not as purely
self-destructive as it so often seems. Such a love object sets an external
boundary to the lover’s self-abnegation.

This is the fundamental mechanism in one of the most commonly
observed love relationships, the “see-saw” affair, in which first one and
then the other of the lovers appears unilaterally head-over-heels in love
with an unresponsive partner. Only when the lovesick partner begins to
withdraw does the other dare yield to his own impulse to surrender.
These love affairs appear peculiar to outsiders, but it is the very lack of
simultaneity that allows the lovers “turns” at surrender. The participants
themselves appear to suffer, but they are clearly in the grip of an intense,
all-consuming passion, which takes precedence over mere happiness.

Though one can never with any degree of certainty uncover the
complexities of motivation of persons long deceased, the love affair be-
tween George Sand and Alfred Musset, as described by their biogra-
phers, may well have been a flamboyant enactment of this genre of love.
In 1833, longing to see Italy, the pair traveled to Venice, where they took
rooms in the Hotel Daniele. But it was far from a romantic retreat for
them. Musset precipitously announced to Sand that he no longer loved
her, and he launched into an episode of what Sand’s biographer, Mau-
rois, calls “romantic debauchery.” Though traumatized, she stayed with
him. When he became sick, she called in a young Italian doctor, Pagello,
who subsequently became her lover. Only then was Musset’s passion-
ate interest in her restored. Musset returned to Paris and wrote to her,
“I am going to embark upon a novel. I feel a craving to write our story.
To do so would, I think, work a cure on me, and raise my spirits. I long
to build an altar to you, if need be, of my bones. . . .You should feel
proud, my great, courageous George, for you found me a child, and
made me a man.” Naturally their affair was far from over. After some
months, Sand dismissed Pagello, and once she and Musset met again
they resumed their relationship. But their life together “was as it had
been before, furious scenes alternating with passionate notes.” Sand
dismissed Alfred again. But as Maurois depicts it:

Man is so made that he turns from what he can have, and pursues what
he cannot. It must have been with no small a feeling of surprise that
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George Sand realized Musset’s willingness to accept the breach, and,
having done so, she at once ceased to want him to take her at her word.

Sand then cut off her hair, which she sent him. Only then was he prepared
to receive her. And once more they resumed.

From breach to breach, from reconciliation to reconciliation, their dying
passion twitched and gibbered in the nervous spasm of approaching
dissolution. They were like two men fighting to the death, both drenched
with blood and sweat, clinging together, raining blows on one another,
beyond the power of the onlookers to separate.

Lack of simultaneity between lovers, so that one of the two is always
less responsive, is often the safeguard that permits the headlong leap
into unchecked passion, unbridled surrender. External barriers to a
union can afford similar protections. It is for this reason that love often
burns brightest and endures longest when there are obstacles standing
in the way of the permanent consummation of the union. Such circum-
stances allow one to enjoy both surrender (in intense albeit limited
doses) and autonomy; a rare opportunity to have one’s cake and eat it
too. This is the secret of the intensity in long-distance romances, parting
scenes (as in “parting is such sweet sorrow”), stolen interludes, even
death scenes. In one of the most tragic-ironic instances I know, a man
married a woman diagnosed as suffering from an incurable form of
cancer, which it was believed would kill her in three to five years. Theirs
was one of the great glorious passions until she was miraculously
cured. Her cancer and his ardor receded in tandem.

In divorce or separation, when the lover no longer fears engulfment,
he can once again fantasize about rapprochement, reconciliation, and
total reunion. Sometimes love of a spouse flowers freely only after his
or her death. This is not just because one no longer subliminally fears
rejection; it is also because there is no longer any threat of loss of self, of
being overwhelmed by the power of the other. After the death of the be-
loved, the lover frequently takes on his or her ideas and mannerisms.
This is a phenomenon Freud described in regard to mourning; the be-
reaved preserves the lost object through incorporation and identifica-
tion. These psychological mechanisms provide a symbolic way of
holding on to the beloved. Moreover, incorporation of attributes of the
beloved, always a temptation, can now be risked: it no longer poses a
threat to one’s autonomy or one’s boundaries. One woman was startled
to see her recently widowed mother mouthing her late husband’s opin-
ions (the very ones from which she had only a short time before vigor-
ously dissented), and even intoning them with his very inflections.
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ENSLAVEMENT AND MASOCHISM

In self-surrender in love, we understand the purpose, however round-
about and broadly defined, to be salvation or self-elevation. And even
those for whom the experience of surrender is tinged with ambivalence
may find it ultimately rewarding.

In enslavement (obsessive self-destructive love or masochistic surren-
der or both) the goals may be the same, but the depth and insatiability of
the need doom the yearning lover to almost inevitable defeat. Sometimes,
too, the impulse to surrender can be contaminated with the need for self-
punishment. When this occurs and the lover comes to feel empty and
worthless except for the perpetuation of his love, he has entered the
realm of desperate love and he feels enslaved. The line dividing self-
transformation from self-abnegation may sometimes be porous, and the
deterioration of surrender into self-abnegation and self-destruction
rapid. All serious critiques of romantic love point to its frequent corrup-
tion into enslavement. Without a strong core of identity and self-worth
the lover’s wish to merge is perverted into a wish to submerge himself
into the beloved. This latter impulse may be so strong that the lover will
sacrifice his autonomy, even his life in the vain attempt to achieve it. The
lover may die to ensure merger in death, or being rejected, he may at-
tempt suicide to evade separateness in life. (From this flows the paradox-
ically romantic contention that the lover is in love with death: Tristan,
Werther, even Antony might be considered as examples.) And in the
range of masochistic distortions of love, we observe no gender difference.

Masochistic surrender in love may be akin to the ultimate porno-
graphic dream of total objectification as exemplified by The Story of O.
The beloved may be granted the power of God with total power over
one’s person; even, in extreme cases, over one’s life. Then surrender ap-
pears to be motivated by guilt and outright self-loathing, not just by the
sense (existential or psychological) of inadequacy, weakness, or mean-
inglessness. Its purpose may still be understood as salvation, but it is
salvation through self-punishment and humiliation.

If one cannot be meaning to oneself, and if meaning is not supplied
by a social nexus (the traditional mode of being meaningful), then one
may seek to become meaningful through self-objectification: becoming
an instrumentality for another. The self that feels itself to be powerless,
or worthless, gives itself into the power of another: it is colonized by a
foreign power. Complete surrender sustained over time rather than be-
ing experienced in brief moments, is an admission of meaninglessness.

While there are those who search for a loving master and only acci-
dentally fall in with a tyrant, still others appear to crave a tyrannical lover.
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Most often, in these instances of abject enslavement, the object to whom
one surrenders is so visibly marred that the lover himself intuits that the
impulse to surrender has been perverted. It is no longer merely the wish
to merge with someone exalted, but something more complex, the self-
destructive futility of which is revealed in the choice of the beloved. The
following account of a three-year “love” affair was told me by an aspiring
actress; her choice of a love object had none of the redeeming qualities
of the man chosen by that other actress, Juliette Drouet. Retrospectively
she sees the relationship as a long unhappy episode of self-abnegating
love. I here repeat the story in her own words as nearly I have been able
to remember them.

I’m not saying love and obsession never walk in rhyme, because that
isn’t so. But in this case, my case, it wasn’t love. Ben was seven years
older than I. I met him while I was working as a waitress in an Upper
East Side restaurant. I recall the scene. It was Sunday brunch—pancakes,
lox, and scones. My uniform consisted of black pleated (and stained)
trousers and a pink buttoned-to-the-nose Oxford shirt. I used to pin my
hair on top of my head like Gypsy Rose Lee and there was always a
piece dangling, a sure-fire giveaway of the committed waitress. I wore
flats and too much rouge. He used to methodically drink mimosas and
order food he’d never touch. He had an obvious drinking problem which,
naturally, I chose to ignore. He was very boyish looking, with straight
blonde hair and a couple too many teeth, and at that time was extremely
thin. He attributed this to his using cocaine every day. His little silver
vial was ever-present, and he made countless trips to the men’s room,
always passing me at the service bar, where I would get him a refill of
champagne.

I looked forward all week to brunch because I’d see this apparition, a
genuine party boy. The self-destructive blueprint begins to take form.
I would go to Bloomingdale’s on Saturday to buy a new shade of lip-
stick. He told me the shape of my lips took his appetite away. (It was
actually the cocaine that did that.) I spent a small fortune on gloss and
lip liner. My entire week revolved around this ninety-minute meal with
this disturbed, excessive, tormented person. If I met a guy like that now
I’d run for my life. But he was like a defective piece of Steuben glass; if
you turned the cracked part toward the wall, you couldn’t really notice
it. I wanted to bathe him in ammonia and watch him sparkle. I never
fantasized about him making love to me; it was always me playing the
aggressor, rubbing his tired nostrils, massaging his overworked liver
with liniments of love and soul camphor, a false adoration. I rational-
ized my behavior as a tremendous need to heal. Maybe I needed some-
one pathetic to rescue. It was my ‘Joan of Arc’ period.

We slipped into a relationship. He was the son and I was the mother,
cradling him to my breast like an infant. He was the laborer and I was
the boss, always giving orders, astounded if he didn’t carry them
through. He was usually just too high to do too much of anything. He
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was the prisoner and I held the keys. But in truth, I was the one in-
carcerated. The claustrophobia I experienced at that time due to the bars
I erected around myself was stifling. All I thought about was him. What
was he doing? Who was he with? Did he stop anywhere on the way
home from work? Did he go home alone? Did he phone anyone once he
got there? Nothing else existed in my life. I barely functioned. I lived for
his visits, they were the only time I was sure I knew where he was. My
jealousy was unfounded. He wasn’t particularly sexual. I always had to
initiate everything and it was usually sheer submission on his part. He
allowed me to have sex with him. He agreed to let me attempt to arouse
him, but he was usually so intoxicated on either liquor, coke, or valium
that he couldn’t get it up. I thought I wasn’t sexy enough for him. The
last year we never made love at all. The sexual failure was silently ac-
cepted. I shined his shoes instead, went over to his apartment once a
week and scrubbed the bathroom.

I used to look in his wallet while he was asleep to check for infidelity.
Now I’m appalled. I’d wake up in the middle of the night and pour my-
self a juice glass full of brandy to keep myself from trying his number to
see if he was home. I’m talking three or four in the morning. I paced like
a crippled cougar, figuring, planning, piecing things together. The energy
I wasted on love.

But where was the love that was supposed to exist, especially in the
bloom of a new relationship? I am not sure it ever existed, but I thought
it did. I realized afterwards that I got more affection from my cats. He
was like a living piece of sculpture propped against my pillows. Finally,
when the end came, I miraculously survived the loss. I was definitely
sitting on the ledge but I chose the stairs rather than the window.

Looking back I see my love affair as a breakdown, as simply illness. It
was a sickness, an emotional plague. It was equally as threatening as an
alcohol or drug problem. I can honestly say it was the worst feeling I ever
experienced. It’s like being trapped in an elevator. You feel like evil has
totally taken the controls of your life, and all you can do is comply with
its wishes and watch your own destruction, as though you were view-
ing yourself and your actions on a tiny TV set: The Demon Channel. All
your self-respect, esteem, dignity, and integrity are washed away like a
sand castle. You are helpless. You hear people chant “What do you mean
helpless? Out of control? Can’t help it? That’s insane. Just stop what you
are doing.” Like they say, “Throw that candy away. Put out that cigarette!
Flush those pills! Tote that barge!” Insane is an appropriate word. That is
just how you feel, like you are under some spell and you find yourself
doing amazing things. Suddenly you realize you excel in being a sneak,
a detective of sorts. You creep about like a cat burglar, searching for clues
of betrayal, hints of disloyalty, signs of confirmation for all the crimes
you suspect he’s committed. At the time you assume it is love from start
to finish. But when the holocaust comes and you are lucky enough to sur-
vive, in retrospect you will see there was no love, just a terrible need.

The actress was so terrified by the excesses of her experience that she
subsequently withdrew from men altogether for several years after the
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end of the affair. She described herself as a love anorexic. The story is
one of obsessive love, certainly contaminated with masochism, but the
impulse to rescue her beloved is at the center of her story. She did not
choose a lover she regarded as exalted, but one she saw as needy. Her
story points to the complexity of motives in obsessive, enslaved, and des-
perate love. The manifest need to rescue the beloved appears as a com-
ponent in many tales of self-destructive love.

Insofar as the impulse to surrender is perverted, it often happens that
the beloved, far from being exalted, embodies the worst (often re-
pressed) characteristics of the lover himself. The choice of the beloved is
thus a reflection of the lover’s negative self-image. In attempting to res-
cue the beloved, the lover attempts to rescue himself. To redeem the be-
loved is to redeem and purify the self. This is purification through
martyrdom, not through surrender to someone exalted; it may also be an
attempt to redeem part of the self that has been projected onto the Other.

Just as women are believed to be more preoccupied with love than
men, it is also generally assumed that women suffer more in love. There
is an almost cavalier assumption that men are relatively immune to the
masochistic degradations of love (just as they are believed to be im-
mune to the obsessive longing for love which is supposedly so rampant
among women). But this assumption is erroneous. It might be that
women are simply more open in communicating their suffering. The
impression I get from my patients, where both sexes are committed to
honestly articulating their feelings, is that men suffer just as much and
are just as prone to enslavement.

One of the enduring fictional accounts of a man’s enslavement in
love is depicted in W. Somerset Maugham’s novel Of Human Bondage.
As a young medical student, Philip Carey finds himself preoccupied
with—and ultimately in love with—an extremely commonplace, but
high-handed, waitress. Wounded by her initial disdain for him, trying
to recover his bearings by overcoming her indifference, he falls in love
with her. But what a strange love it is, for to Philip “it seemed impos-
sible that he should be in love with Mildred Rogers. Her name was
grotesque. He did not think her pretty. . . . She was common.. . .He re-
membered her insolence.. . .He had thought of love as a rapture which
seized one so that all the world seemed spring-like, he had looked for-
ward to an ecstatic happiness; but this was not happiness; it was a hun-
ger of the soul, it was a painful yearning, it was a bitter anguish, he had
never known before.” She accepts his attentions reluctantly, and only
yields to him when she finds herself pregnant by someone else. But de-
spite his goodness to her, she betrays him time and time again. Even af-
ter she leaves him and he discovers she has become a prostitute, he
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takes her and her child into his home. Though by this time the passion-
ate phase of his love has faltered and he is more repelled by her than
ever, she continues to exert a deep power over him.

Finally, Philip, like the young woman of the previous tale, recovers.
But what impels him? Mildred does not appear to be part of his secret
self; that is, he is not fundamentally identified with her. Maugham has
highlighted one of the gradients between Philip and Mildred that draws
him to her: he who is psychologically crippled by his club foot, inward,
diffident, and easily humiliated appears to be enthralled by her appar-
ent self-sufficiency, her insolence, her very airs and pretensions. How-
ever Mildred is not the standard destructive woman to be found in life
and literature. She is herself persistently self-destructive in her passion-
ate choices and throws away any possibility for her own happiness by
her affairs with two inconstant, insincere men, men to whom she relates
much as Philip relates to her.

Maugham said his novel was an autobiographical one: “the emotions
are my own, but not all the incidents are related as they happened, and
some of them are transferred to my hero not from my own life but from
that of persons with whom I was intimate.” He claimed the book freed
him from the pains and unhappy recollections that troubled him. (It
may be worth noting that the two great literary accounts of men enslaved
and obsessed by love—Maugham’s Carey and Proust’s Swann—were
both penned by male homosexuals.) One may or may not recover from
obsession and enslavement in love; in some instances, as with Philip, the
damage to the self was reversible, but with Mildred it was irreversible.

There is a good deal of cultural and literary evidence to substantiate
the male’s vulnerability (and attraction) to self-destruction in love, doc-
umented by Leslie Fiedler among others. While male novelists have
mythicized the Pure Maiden, they have also established the Dark Lady
as a powerful temptress who sometimes lures the male protagonist to
his death. From Lilith and Delilah, to Shakespeare’s Dark Lady of the
sonnets (“For I have sworn thee fair, and thought thee bright/Who art
as black as hell, as dark as night”) and through the romantic Belle dame
sans merci to the present, literature asserts the fact (and fear) that men
can destroy themselves in pursuit of romantic love. However, some
male writers seem to see the danger as originating in the woman, not in
any internal proclivity of the man for self-destruction. Yet this is a mis-
understanding, a projection externalizing what is an internal psycho-
logical need. As pointed out by Fiedler, F. Scott Fitzgerald, perhaps more
than any other novelist, uses the Pure Maiden as a disguise for the Dark
Lady. Just as in Tender Is the Night Dick Diver is ultimately destroyed by
his relationship with Nicole, so, too, is Jay Gatsby’s demise brought
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about through his love for Daisy. As Fiedler said of Fitzgerald’s work:

There is only one story that Fitzgerald knows how to tell, and no matter
how he thrashes about, he must tell it over and over. The penniless
knight, poor stupid Hans, caddy or bootlegger or medical student, goes
out to seek his fortune and unluckily finds it. His reward is, just as in the
fairy tales, the golden girl in the white palace; but quite differently from
the fairy tales, that is not a happy ending at all. He finds in his bed not
the White Bride but the Dark Destroyer; indeed there is no White Bride,
since Dark Lady and Fair, witch and redeemer have fallen together.

Fitzgerald seems to have viewed himself as no less a victim than Jay
Gatsby or Dick Diver. Of his own life he wrote, “I left my capacity for
hoping on the little roads that led to Zelda’s sanitariums.”

Von Sternberg’s movie The Blue Angel, based on Heinrich Mann’s
Professor Unrath, is the classic film portrayal of a man’s degradation in
love. The story is that of a high school professor who, discovering his
students looking at picture postcards of the provocative entertainer
Lola Lola, sets out to reprimand her for her bad influence on them. But
after visiting her in her dressing room, he finds himself hopelessly en-
thralled by her seductiveness and the awakening of his own slumbering
sexuality. Having spent the night with her, he precipitously proposes,
abandons his teaching position, and goes on the road with her. The
movie tells the story of the professor’s steep decline into degradation.
In the end he becomes no more than a comic member of his mistress’s
troupe, and Lola Lola enters film history as one of the legendary Dark
Ladies of fantasy, one whose erotic power sentences a man to humilia-
tion and ultimately to death.

The wish for humiliation or self-punishment often surfaces in male
sexual life as the fantasy of the big-breasted, high-booted “phallic”
woman with a whip. But the masculine wish for self-punishment and
self-destruction just as often finds expression in a romantic preoccupa-
tion with the Dark Lady. She is specific to and a staple of male fantasy
life. And a man drawn to the Dark Lady in fantasy often arranges to
find her in the real world. Men are just as capable as women of using
love relationships to gratify their unconscious longings for humiliation,
self-punishment, or self-destruction.

EFFECTS ON THE BELOVED: 
BOREDOM, CLAUSTROPHOBIA, AND DEPLETION

Excessive surrender not only damages the lover but also threatens the be-
loved. The beloved often experiences the lover as too dependent and may
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come to find his love so claustrophobic that she feels imprisoned. What
the lover exalts as desire, the beloved may experience as cannibalism.

Furthermore, the lover’s impulse to surrender can alienate the be-
loved who is its object if she becomes horrified at the lover’s abjectness
and is therefore no longer able to admire or even respect him. In fact, the
lover may sometimes become the object of the beloved’s disparagement
and negative feelings precisely because he too completely fulfills her
fantasies. Insofar as the lover attempts to gratify all the material and
emotional needs of the beloved, the beloved either overidentifies the
lover with a maternal figure and feels stifled, or regards him as little
more than an adoring puppy. The beloved cannot idealize a lover who
has abandoned any pretense of autonomy. She feels the lack of stimula-
tion, of tension. She feels she knows the lover too well, that the lover can
say nothing which will expand her intellectually, do nothing which will
stretch her emotionally. The relationship becomes threatened not by
any tension between two autonomous people, but by the very lack of it.

The beloved may come to feel depleted or overwhelmed by the
lover’s manifest dependency. The lover’s needs may even seem terrify-
ing to the beloved. A twenty-eight-year-old divorced teacher implored
her lover not to leave her, proclaiming both her love and need; she
pleaded that her young son was sick and she was being considered for
a promotion and she needed his support. Her lover reassured her, but
bitterly complained to a friend that her declaration of love sounded
more like a simple proclamation of weakness. Yet we all expect the plea
“I need you so much” to be interpreted as a manifesto of love. “I need
you,” “I want you,” “I cannot live without you,” and “I love you” are
statements that have an emotional coherence (at least to the one who is
uttering them) if not a rational one. But the magnitude of need, insofar
as it reveals the depths of the lover’s dependency, may make the be-
loved feel trapped, and the consequent longing to escape may cause
guilt. The beloved may squelch the longing to flee, yet feel enormous
resentment. There is a profound debilitation experienced by the be-
loved—this once autonomous person—as he or she dutifully performs in
the roles of savior, parent, and nursemaid.

A needy lover can be hard to escape. But perhaps no noose is tighter
than that of the oversolicitous lover. We are all familiar with stories of a
matriarch so overwhelming that her whole family could relax and ex-
pand only after she died. In a similar way, the beloved can come to ex-
perience her adoring lover as her jailer, feeling that she is imprisoned in
a nightmarish distortion of solicitude. The wedding ring, once the token
of the promise of eternal love, now becomes an emblem of bondage.

In Huxley’s “The Gioconda Smile” Mr. Hutten is in Florence with his
devoted and grateful second wife:
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He had need to be alone. It was good sometimes to escape from Doris
and the restless solicitude of her passion. He had never known the pains
of loving hopelessly, but he was experiencing now the pains of being
loved. These last weeks had been a period of growing discomfort. Doris
was always with him, like an obsession, like a guilty conscience. Yes, it
was good to be alone.

Consider also Benjamin Constant’s complaint (in Adolphe): “She was
not circumspect in her sacrifices because she was concerned with mak-
ing me accept them.”

When the lover is insistent on presenting self-surrender as a gift,
there is a tacit (or sometimes explicit) demand that the beloved feel grat-
itude. In some wearing and tiresome marriages, one partner assumes
the moral superiority of selflessness. The beloved is trapped by a sense
of duty or by guilt. She feels an inability to move, believes that escape
is impossible, but at heart she revolts.

Not only does she feel suffocated, stifled, but she is burdened by the
vast expectations with which the lover attempts to saddle her; she is
made to feel her own inadequacy by virtue of the exaggerated esteem
in which she is held. It is wearying to try to live up to others’ expecta-
tions of us. Sometimes the beloved has the urge to transgress simply as
correction to the exalted image foisted upon her. She may look for stim-
ulation elsewhere, telling herself that she is looking for larger horizons.
In this way, she recapitulates the experience of previous separations
from her “engulfing” family, now finding the lover as narrow, provin-
cial, and constricting as the adolescent once found her parents.

The lover, sensing the beloved’s defection, recognizes that he has
changed in surrender; he knows he cannot be regarded as an object of
desire. His freedom and independence have yielded to servitude, and
he is no longer perceived as fascinating or desirable. Knowing this, the
lover may attempt to withdraw and play “hard to get.” Such is the ad-
vice mothers give their daughters, and such is the stuff of Hollywood
comedies. In films, the ploy is invariably successful; in life, it may or
may not be. But even if successful, the ploy leaves the lover new—and
unwelcome—information; he now knows he cannot safely yield to his
impulse to total self-surrender.

If the lovers give themselves over to sustained mutual surrender,
there ceases to be an autonomous Other who can serve as an avenue for
transcendence. These relationships, without any external sustenance,
subsisting almost exclusively on mirroring, devolve into ennui. Bore-
dom is the result of many relationships, partly because the intrinsic stuff
of the self is not limitless. Some lovers counter such boredom by culti-
vating a small joint passion for amusements, grounding their mutuality
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in the external structure of games or a shared social life, whiling away
the time pleasantly. By externalizing mutuality, they counter the threat-
ening void.

�
Surrender is an integral part of love, at least at moments, allowing

merger to be approached if not achieved. No love can be sustained
without those periodic moments in which the lovers feel they have
achieved merger—a sense that they are one.

For those who have the capacity for surrender it becomes problem-
atic rather than exhilarating or enriching only when it is the sole aim of
love. For then, paradoxically, the lover is concerned only with self, not
with the beloved. True love is ultimately the granting of full subjectivity
to the Other, which demands that each lover maintain enough of a sep-
arate identity to serve reciprocally as an object for transcendence and
surrender. The lover must not only have the capacity to idealize the be-
loved; he must also hold himself worthy as an object for idealization.
Unilateral surrender is doomed. Love cannot serve as religion; the lover
cannot be redeemed solely by surrender. The lover will become disillu-
sioned or the beloved burdened; whichever comes first, love will be
shattered, or devolve into an obsessive torment. Therefore, while sur-
render is indispensable to passionate love, it must be measured, inter-
mittent, and reciprocal in order for love to endure.

Fortunate lovers are able to oscillate on the continuum between
merger and separateness with relative ease. They are best equipped to
solve the paradox of how to achieve merger and yet maintain auton-
omy. As to the surrender implicit in love, the magnitude of the impulse
is not the same for everyone, nor necessarily the same for any one per-
son at different points in his life. For some, love comes close to total ab-
dication of self; for others, such self-abdication is utterly implausible.
These differences, as we shall see, depend on age, on gender, on culture,
and on individual psychology. These are not inconsequential variables;
they are decisive both for the ability or inability to love (in essence, to
let go) and for the magnitude of danger to which one exposes oneself
when one does open up in love.
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C H A P T E R  7

The Link Between 
Love and Power

L ove and power would seem to be mutually exclusive. A love re-
lationship can be achieved only through mutual choice, which de-
mands that both participants be sovereign subjects. Even if someone of
very high status falls in love with someone of lower status, it is the very
act of love which obliterates the external power differential. In contrast,
a power relationship is based on the domination of one person by an-
other, the dominant partner attempting to effect through domination or
control what lovers seek by way of mutual grace. Yet, despite the appar-
ent disjunction between love and power, love is never completely free
from the influence of power and many loves are corrupted by it.

Whenever there is a question of priority—and there always is, in ev-
ery human relationship—some balance of power is established or a
struggle for power ensues. Power relationship s are the ground of human
experience. Power may be role-related, as with teacher and student, em-
ployer and employee; age-related, the power gradient operating
against both the very young and the very old; it may be affected by so-
cial, sexual, physical, or financial factors; or it may be related only to
force of personality. Because all relationships involve power balances,
so, too, do all love relationships. The power relationship in love may or
may not be discussed by the lovers; it may not even reach conscious
awareness. But whatever its terms and regardless of whether or not the
lovers are consciously aware of these terms, the balance (or imbalance)
of power is a fact of life—and love.
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Those lovers who have achieved a measure of happiness and stabil-
ity in their relationship have by definition arrived at a workable balance
of power, often so subtle and so apparently automatic in its operation
that neither the lovers themselves nor outside observers even notice it.
Sometimes the understanding of the lovers is not the same as that of
outside observers. In one female-dominated relationship with which I
am well acquainted, both husband and wife believe that the husband is
the controlling force. Both are most comfortable in asserting that their
relationship conforms to the prevalent cultural expectation of male
dominance and female subordination, despite their actual balance of
power. However intricate, varied, and surprising the arrangements
worked out by different lovers to achieve a balance of power, the only
criterion that can be used to judge them is whether the lovers them-
selves feel satisfied that neither the one nor the other is being unduly ex-
ploited.

A power balance is always delicate and can be easily disrupted by
small intrapsychic or interpersonal changes. Even when an equilibrium
appears secure it can be disrupted and give way to a power struggle.
(One must also remember a lesson of the woman’s movement: the
power equilibrium that serves to stabilize love may simultaneously
hobble the individual development of one or the other of the lovers.)

The commonest way love is contaminated with power is manifest in
the tug-of-war, the pervasive power struggle that so often occurs when
love is on the wane. When, for example, the expectations awakened in
passionate love go unfulfilled, the wish to give and sacrifice for the be-
loved devolves into resentment and a desire to receive. Then the lovers
enter into a power struggle for fear of being cheated or short-changed.
Mutuality is replaced by the struggle for priority. Here it is not so much
a question of love being intertwined with power as of love failing and
the struggle for power emerging as a consequence of that failure.

But power struggles need not await the death of love; power enters
into love in a way that is specific to love. Just as there is an impulse to
surrender in love—“I’m yours,”—so, too, is there a will to possession—
“I want to own you body and soul.” Dramatic and even paramount in
lust, the wish for possession is also and always, in some degree, a com-
ponent of love. The lover, by definition, hungers for solace from the be-
loved, for nurturance and for acknowledgment, and so he may be said
to be dependent on her. Consequently, he wants to possess the beloved,
to attach her to himself permanently, control her, and thereby insure her
“love” for him. Love may unleash an insatiable hunger, a wish to de-
vour the beloved. Domination and conquest are mobilized in the service
of that hunger. This is the meaning of Socrates’ profound reservation
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about love—already noted in the Introduction: “As wolves love lambs
so lovers love their loves.”

But, underneath, at the same time that the lover strives to exert ty-
rannical power over the beloved, he is himself enthralled, enslaved, and
possessed. He is captive to the beloved and to his hunger for her. To the
degree that he feels threatened by his own inner sense of powerlessness,
he may escalate his attempts to dominate, thereby creating a vicious cir-
cle from which he finds it increasingly difficult to escape. Voracity and
possessiveness, on the one hand, and enthrallment, on the other—the
drive to power and the sense of powerlessness—are qualities that ap-
pear to be part of the essential nature of passionate love.

Power must be seen as an integral part of love, but it ought not to be
confused with aggression or hate. Love may indeed conceal an element
of resentment at the dependency implicit in loving and it can degenerate
into hatred, but it is power with which love is more fundamentally con-
nected. When love is contaminated by aggression, sado-masochistic re-
lationships rather than simply dominant-submissive ones are the result.

Power, then, can be exercised in love in the service of a variety of dif-
ferent but related goals, among them: the desire for possession, the de-
sire to preserve self-assertion and autonomy (when confronted with the
internal pull to surrender), the desire for priority, or the desire (particu-
larly when the first flush of love has faded) to get as good as one gives.
Domination and submission are both power maneuvers to effect these
ends—opposite sides of the same coin as it were.

THE DEVOURING NATURE OF LOVE

Love unleashes primitive urges and fantasies. Among them is the
lover’s devouring hunger for the beloved which, along with the corol-
lary urge to be enslaved, forms the dark side of love. This is because all
passionate love leaves the lover dependent upon the beloved, and only
her, for fulfillment. Insofar as love is called into being or sustained by
need and dependence, it always involves a power differential. The
lover, feeling himself ravished, is driven to possess the beloved. In his
heart he feels that only possession will guarantee fulfillment and give
surcease to the “wheel of desire.” Therefore, the urge to possess appears
to be part of desire.

The danger to the lover—in feeling that another person has power
over him—leads him to counterattack by attempting to impose his will
upon the other in order to even up the power differential. Helplessness
breeds resentment, anger, all those emotions that tend to destroy the
very possibility of the love that has triggered them in the first place.
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Morgenthau suggests a chilling, but compelling hypothesis. “An irre-
ducible element of power is requisite to make a stable relationship of
love, which without it would be nothing more than a succession of pre-
carious exaltations. Thus without power love cannot persist; but through
power it is corrupted and threatened with destruction.”

While the wish for possession is an intrinsic part of the hunger in
love, it is also a perversion of love. Possession is a form of denying the
humanity, subjectivity, personhood (call it what you will) of the Other;
as such it undermines respect for the Other and hence the value of the
acknowledgment and recognition the lover requires of the Other.

The desire for possession often leads the lover to demand that the
beloved love him solely. Ultimately, however, this is not possible. W. H.
Auden, in “September 1, 1939,” writes:

What mad Nijinsky wrote
About Diaghilev
Is true of the normal heart,
For the error bred in the bone
Of each woman and each man
Craves what it cannot have
Not universal love
But to be loved alone

Even without concrete evidence, the lover of course knows that the be-
loved does not exist solely for him. It is not in the nature of the human
heart to love exclusively. Even if the beloved gives the lover priority
over self, she is still moved by considerations for others. She treasures
people other than her lover, whether they be parents, children, or the
memories of past lovers. And her “infidelity” rankles the lover.

The lover’s need to possess the beloved may be unknown to him—
the possibility even denied—until the very moment he feels that his
possession of the beloved is threatened. In Man’s Fate, set in the early
days of the Chinese revolution, Malraux gives one of the earliest fic-
tional accounts of what has come to be known as an “open” relation-
ship. To his surprise and dismay, however, the husband Kyo finds
himself wracked by his wife May’s confession of sexual infidelity,
which he experiences as a wedge between them.

“I have something to tell you which is perhaps going to annoy you a
little.. .”

Leaning on his elbow, he gave her a questioning look. She was intelli-
gent and brave, but often clumsy.

“I finally yielded to Langlen and went to bed with him, this after-
noon.”
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He shrugged his shoulder, as if to say: “that’s your affair.” But his ges-
ture, the tense expression of his face, contrasted with this indifference.

The freedom which he had vested in her was given so that it should not
be exercised; underneath their surface agreement as to their mutual
freedom, he wanted her to belong to him.

The essential, what agonized him, was that he was suddenly separated
from her, not by hatred—although there was hatred in him—not by jeal-
ousy (or was jealousy precisely this?) but by a feeling that had no name,
as destructive as time or death: he could not find her again... .

She was getting away from him completely. And, because of that per-
haps, the fierce craving for an intense contact with her blinded him, for
a contact, no matter what kind—even one that might lead to fright,
screams, blows. He got up, went over to her. He knew he was in a state
of crisis, that tomorrow perhaps he would no longer understand any-
thing of what he was feeling now, but he was before her as before a death-
bed; and as towards a death-bed, instinct threw him towards her: to
touch, to feel, to hold back those who are leaving you, to cling to them.

At other times, for other lovers, the need for possession is much
more consciously experienced. In attempting to possess the beloved,
the lover exposes his longing to be in the absolute realm of the dyad; he
obstructs any force that might form a wedge between him and his be-
loved. He feels justified in his claims to the beloved, his need that she be-
long totally and exclusively to him. The lover presumes that the beloved
should exist solely for his benefit. The force of this possessive passion,
justified as a right, can only be compared to the omnivorous claims of
the omnipotent infant, or those of the Oedipal child. It is the lover’s belief
that the beloved is obligated to him, in fact owes him whatever he wants,
that leads to his violent sense of betrayal if his wishes are not met.

The following passage from Portrait of a Lady (Isabel Archer reflect-
ing on her husband Gilbert Osmond’s estrangement from her) conveys
the picture of a husband disappointed in love by his inability to possess
his wife:

.. .she could see he was ineffably ashamed of her.. .The real offense, as
she ultimately perceived, was her having a mind of her own at all. Her
mind was to be his—attached to his own like a small garden-plot to a
deer-park. He would rake the soil gently and water the flowers; he
would weed the beds and gather an occasional nosegay. It would be a
pretty piece of property for a proprietor already far-reaching. He didn’t
wish her to be stupid. On the contrary, it was because she was clever that
she had pleased him. But he expected her intelligence to operate alto-
gether in his favour...He had expected his wife to feel with him and for
him, to enter into his opinions, his ambitions, his preferences.
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What are the psychological factors that intensify the need for posses-
sion? Love is always shadowed by the lover’s fear that he will cease to
please the beloved, that he will give offense and may even lose her, and
sometimes the lover is correct to intuit a possible threat to the relation-
ship. But some lovers have a psychological vulnerability which leads
them to sense a fragility in love where none exists. To the degree that the
lover fears rejection (perhaps because he feels unworthy) or has exag-
gerated dependency needs, his resentment will be magnified and his
predisposition to invoke power will be exaggerated. For some, particu-
larly those with any neurotic predisposition, the fear of dependency
may evolve into terror. In a desperate effort to allay such a disaster, the
lover attempts to achieve permanence by manipulation, either through
domination or ingratiation. This, of course, parallels the stratagems that
impede opening up in courtship, but it occurs much later. On the other
hand, those lovers whose dependency needs were fully met in child-
hood may feel less threatened in later life when entering into relation-
ships where they are once more dependent. Consequently, they are less
driven to invoke power plays in self-defense.

The more insecure the lovers, the more volatile and out of control
their feelings may become. Then power is sought frenetically in an effort
to stabilize and to preserve love, to cling to the beloved. Fearing rejec-
tion, attempting to forestall the end of love, or vulnerable to some nar-
cissistic injury, the lover uses whatever power he has—personal,
physical, financial, social—to hold on to his beloved and control her.
But the fears invoked in love may never be consciously experienced; in
fact, the lover’s impulse to dominate masks his fear, the act of domina-
tion permitting him to feel strong and to perceive the beloved as weak.
(In a similar way, the addict who uses drugs to alleviate anxiety or de-
pression may do so in such a way that he never has to become aware of
his underlying feelings.)

DOMINATION AND CONTROL IN THE 
SERVICE OF POSSESSION

The lover’s need for possession takes many forms; it may be manifested
as either dominance or submission. In attempting to dominate or con-
trol the beloved, the lover may promise benefits (financial rewards or
social access), threaten misfortune should the beloved not comply, phys-
ically coerce her (beatings), or sometimes appeal to some external au-
thority (religious, legal, or familial). He may attempt to overpower the
beloved and dominate her sexually. The lover may also utilize either the
ingratiation of flattery or the seduction of his personal charm.
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Out of his longing to possess the beloved exclusively, the lover may
try to separate her from her other loved ones. He may resent her minis-
trations to her parents or children. He disapproves of her close friends
and may openly or secretly subvert her relationships. He is jealous if
she praises someone else. He disparages her interests, the better to be
able to control her. He wants to know where she is at all times. In public,
his arm around her shoulder signifies possession, not intimacy. At a
cocktail party the lover sees the beloved talking to an imagined rival
and hastens to her side. Later he may provoke a scene. He monitors her
clothes and forbids the slinky black dress; he finds it too sexy but ratio-
nalizes his interdiction by labeling the dress vulgar.

In the last chapter I wrote of Juliette Drouet’s surrender to Victor
Hugo. But if she needed to be captive, he was an eager captor. Embark-
ing on what appeared to be a light-hearted romance, he declared to her,
“If ever love was complete, profound, tender, burning, inexhaustible, in-
finite, it is mine.” Yet he was not so easy to please as he claimed and he
proved to be a jealous and possessive lover, troubled over Drouet’s past
affairs and her extravagance with money. Hugo and Drouet tormented
one another, splitting up and reconciling. But then Hugo conceived of a
program for Drouet’s “redemption” and she began to long for “absolu-
tion.” He undertook her salvation utilizing spartan measures. Accord-
ing to one of his biographers, “worse than everything else, was the form
of claustration that her tyrant lover now imposed upon her. As Victor
Hugo became completely bound to her, and she became an inextricable
part of his life, his ‘Spanish’ jealousy pursued her. He separated her from
her former friends, female as well as male, he watched her, came in at
unexpected moments; he demanded that she live alone, accounting to
him for all her time. She was shut in, like the concubine of an oriental
despot, receiving none but her lord and master.” He even forced her to
save money on fuel so the apartment in which he had installed her was
often cold. And so he kept his firebird for twelve years, from 1834 to
1846. Though she was not allowed to share his public life, he tried out
his speeches on her, showed her his finery before he made his public ap-
pearances, and apparently loved her. Why indeed did he ever let her
out? It’s been suggested that perhaps he finally felt she was redeemed,
or more cynically, that her beauty had faded. She feared, probably cor-
rectly, that he no longer loved her as much. His “faithfulness” to her
ended, though their strong bond lasted a lifetime.

Such extreme examples are not hard to come by; Françoise Gilot,
writing of her ten years with Pablo Picasso, describes him as an absolute
master of all the ploys of domination. Picasso never lived with Dora
Maar, the mistress immediately preceding Gilot (and overlapping with
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her), but kept her on call. According to Gilot, Maar “never knew whether
she would be having lunch or dinner with him—not from one meal to
the next—but she had to hold herself in a state of permanent availability
so that if he phoned or dropped by, he would find her there. But she
could never just drop in to his place, or phone to say she would not be
available for dinner that evening.” One of the first ideas Picasso had
about Gilot was that she should live with him secretly, dress in black,
with a veil over her face, so that in that way no one else would have her.
“He had the idea that if someone is precious to you, you must keep her
for yourself alone, because all the accidental contacts she might have
with the outside world would somehow tarnish her and, to a degree,
spoil her for you.” But possession never satisfied him, and he was ap-
parently always involved with more than one woman. He also seemed
incapable of completely severing the ties with his discarded women,
proffering just enough interest or encouragement to keep them bound
to him. Gilot may have been one of the exceptions in her ability to fi-
nally break with him.

Picasso was hardly alone in his demand for on-call availability. Many
men and some women seek this, particularly in the sexual sphere. When
I was growing up, in the fifties, men still felt free to voice such a desire
for total possession and control quite undisguised: “Keep her pregnant
in the summer and barefoot in the winter.”

There is yet another quintessential fantasy of complete control over
the beloved; it may be found in the various versions of the Galatea and
Pygmalion legend. In the Greek story, a misogynist king who was also
a sculptor, carved an ivory statue of a woman with which he fell in love.
He prayed to Aphrodite to give life to the statue, and he married this
creature of his own invention. Variations on this theme are found in
Ovid’s Metamorphoses, William Morris’s The Earthly Paradise, W. S. Gil-
bert’s Pygmalion and Galatea, and in George Bernard Shaw’s Pygmalion
and its musical adaptation, My Fair Lady. The story of Trilby and Sven-
gali is a sinister variation of the Galatea and Pygmalion story; Svengali
controls Trilby’s singing through his hypnotic powers. In a certain
regard, these might be considered to be perverted transformational
stories in which the beloved is changed not by any internal psychic pro-
cess but by the action of the lover upon her; she is created according to
his specifications or transformed in accordance with his wishes.

The Pygmalion fantasy does not always remain in the realm of the
imaginary; it is enacted in one or another symbolic form more often
than we might imagine. But the assorted Galateas do not invariably stay
in their subordinate roles; they may rebel or escape or turn the tables.
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Versions of the Pygmalion story are perhaps most commonly observed
in the theatre or film world, when a film director or agent or manager
undertakes to make over or invent an actress. Edward Judson changed
Rita Hayworth’s hairline, created her as a sex goddess and married her.
John Derek is said to have fashioned a number of glamorous stars in-
cluding wives Linda Evans and Bo Derek, and Sonny engineered Cher.
But, for me, the most interesting of the Pygmalion stories to come out of
the movie industry is that of the relationship between Marlene Dietrich
and the director Josef von Sternberg, partly because of the intricate
crossovers between their lives and their films. Their story, like those of
other film pairs and some variants of the Galatea-Pygmalion legend it-
self, reveals the complexities and ambiguities of the motivations of both
the protagonists as well as the reversals that their relationship may un-
dergo. (And, as I shall argue later, it is perhaps the thrill of playing Pyg-
malion that predisposes some male therapists to fall in love with their
female patients, or, short of that, to become emotionally overinvolved.)

Josef von Sternberg, having seen Dietrich perform, fought for her to
have the role of Lola Lola in The Blue Angel in which Emil Jannings was
to star. Marlene Dietrich was a small-time player whereas Emil Jannings
was one of the supreme stars of his era. Von Sternberg insisted on the part
for Marlene Dietrich despite opposition from everyone else connected
with the film, including Jannings. Years later, Dietrich is reported to
have said, “He had only one idea in his head—to take me from the the-
atre and make me a movie actress, to become my Pygmalion.” She
claims that he was originally enticed through an inner resistance or
withholding he sensed in her; she did not think she had a chance for the
part and therefore wasn’t going out of her way to try and get it. (There
is, her circumstantial explanation notwithstanding, a basic inner re-
serve that one senses in her, at least in her films.) Ironically enough the
role von Sternberg had in mind for his Galatea was that of Lola Lola, the
classical portrait of a woman as seductress and castrator. According to
one of Dietrich’s biographers, von Sternberg, “in love with his star al-
ready, seemed to be obsessed, drugged, all through the shooting.” The
romantic and professional liaison between Dietrich and von Sternberg
was complex from its beginning; it is said that though von Sternberg
was prone to romantic obsessions with women, these relationships were
complicated by the fact that he also “looked down at women from some
macho position.”

The Blue Angel made Dietrich a star. Von Sternberg brought her to
Hollywood, where he undertook to remodel her completely. She was in-
structed to lose thirty pounds; her teeth were pulled to accentuate her
cheekbones, which also were shadowed; her eyebrows were plucked
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and painted high on her forehead, her nose was shaded to make it look
narrower, and her hair was sprinkled with gold dust. While filming her
in the series of pictures that made them both famous, von Sternberg
forged the image that made her, along with Garbo, among the most
glamorous women of her day. He was notorious for the innumerable
takes he demanded before he was satisfied with any film sequences, fo-
cusing particularly on lighting Dietrich in such a way as to bring out her
beauty. (This lighting was so effective that Dietrich insisted on it even
into her 60s and 70s when she had fashioned the cabaret act she took
around the world.) According to Sam Jaffe, von Sternberg did all the
scenes with Dietrich over and over again, “not to humiliate her, but to
insure she was perfectly glamorous. In my opinion, he was completely
responsible for the Dietrich the world knows.”

Revealingly enough, in 1924, five years before von Sternberg ever
laid eyes on Dietrich, he had written and published his own version of
the Pygmalion-Galatea story, a short story called “The Waxen Galatea.”
As reported by Donald Spoto, it is the story of a shy man who falls in
love with a wax dress shop mannequin. Every day he looks at this fig-
ure longingly, but eventually comes upon a woman who is the living
embodiment of the wax figure and becomes enamoured of her. Follow-
ing her, he sees her meet another man and is humiliated. Stung to the
quick, he vows never to love anything again except a lifeless manne-
quin. As Spoto points out “the filmmaker.. .stressed the gloomy fate of
the worshipful lover, doomed to entertain an idealized and unattain-
able love.” In a certain way the story appears to have been prophetic of
von Sternberg’s relationship with Dietrich. There were of course exter-
nal impediments to their relationship, including the fact that both were
married to other people. When von Sternberg’s wife sued him for di-
vorce, Dietrich’s husband and daughter were brought over from Ger-
many to smooth over appearances and give the impression that she had
a happy marriage. But spouses aside, Dietrich and von Sternberg’s rela-
tionship seems to have been tumultuous from within, particularly be-
cause of his possessiveness and ambivalence. According to one report, at
a time when von Sternberg felt he was losing Dietrich, he suffered from
insomnia and seemed to be on the verge of a nervous breakdown. The fi-
nal break in their intimate relationship came in the mid-thirties; some say
she finally dumped him ignominiously. Von Sternberg never recovered
professionally, but Dietrich, having made some of her greatest films with
Sternberg, went on to enjoy a distinguished career without him.

Von Sternberg’s warring feelings about women, his vacillating
stance with them, and his preoccupation with domination and surren-
der surfaced not only in his relationship with Dietrich but with the fe-
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male characters he created for her. Subjugation and domination are
nowhere better illustrated than in those von Sternberg/Dietrich films.

I described The Blue Angel in Chapter 6, but variations on the theme
are found throughout von Sternberg’s Dietrich films. His next film after
The Blue Angel, Morocco, is almost a rewrite of his Galatea story. In it, the
Marlene Dietrich character first appears as a Lola Lola figure, one who
has complete emotional ascendency over the very rich and elegant Ad-
olphe Menjou. But the denouement of this film is different from that of
The Blue Angel. Dietrich does not destroy Menjou; she falls in love with
the young legionnaire Gary Cooper and, in the end, abandoning her as-
pirations for worldly success, follows her legionnaire into the desert,
tagging onto a group of native women. It has been remarked that von
Sternberg wrote himself into the Menjou role, that of the man of the
world who loses his woman, and that Menjou even looked like von
Sternberg. But in Morocco, the Dark Lady herself becomes a sacrificial
victim to love, one who totally surrenders to her man. Von Sternberg’s
other films also catch those complexities of personality that can lead one
to act sequentially as seducer or victim, sometimes dominating and
cruel (or at least aloof), other times only too willing to surrender. In the
very campy movie Shanghai Express, the Marlene Dietrich character first
appears as a Dark Lady. Separated from her lover for years through
some misunderstanding, she meets him once again and the following
exchange takes place: “Well, Doc, I’ve changed my name.” He asks her
if she means that she has married and she responds “No, it took more
than one man to change my name to Shanghai Lily.” She explains, “The
white flower of China, you’ve heard of me—and you have always be-
lieved what you’ve heard.” But hard and brittle though she may appear,
she complies with the advances of the Chinese villain to save the man
she still loves (another instance of noble sacrifice). Here von Sternberg
has portrayed the whore as Magdalen, and just so the movie-goer won’t
miss the point, Shanghai Lily’s real name is Magdalen—the Dark Lady
defanged and resurrected as the Pure Maiden. Part of what emerges in
von Sternberg’s work is his intuition of the psychological vulnerability
that, paradoxically, may propel its opposite in action and appearances.

In life as in the movies, the possessive lover’s enactment of domi-
nant scenarios fails to obscure his need. Despite his manifest belief that
the beloved has entered into an irreversible covenant with him, the pos-
sessive lover belies his certainty by his behavior. In attempting to en-
force what should be automatic, the lover ensures that his show of
strength becomes the emblem of his weakness. The magnitude of his
weakness and raw need is often readily apparent, both to others and to
the lover himself. When the lover tries to offset his feeling of ravishment
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(enslavement) by his power in domination, he travels in a futile, vicious
circle. The weakness underlying the need for control and the doomed
aspects of that need are perhaps nowhere clearer than in the plaintive
lines of the old popular song: “I’m goin’ to buy a paper doll that I can
call my own; a doll that other fellows cannot steal. And then the flirty,
flirty guys with their flirty, flirty eyes, will have to flirt with dollies that
are real.”

While domination may insure possession, it acts to destroy love in
at least two different ways. First, in asserting his own superiority, the
lover may undermine his beloved’s worth and ultimately destroy his
grounds for exalting and admiring her. For some lovers, love can only
be experienced as longing because reciprocity is invariably interpreted
as submission, which automatically elicits devaluation. There is the
classic example of the singer who was notorious for his deluxe whirl-
wind courtships; the problem was that he lost interest as soon as his
conquest was accomplished. He was said to soothe himself in his woe-
begotten affairs by listening—while he had sex—to tapes of himself
singing. (Perhaps it wasn’t only his narcissism at work: he may have felt
need of this reminder to his woman of who he really was.) And he felt
free to dispose of his devalued girlfriends by passing them along to his
friends. His deepest love was for a woman who would not stand still
long enough to be possessed and was more promiscuous than he.

Secondly, even if the dominating lover is able to preserve his ideali-
zation of the beloved, he can no longer believe in the reality of her love
for him; having demanded it, he can never again experience it as freely
given. By trying to manipulate what cannot be manipulated, to force
what cannot be forced, the lover inadvertently corrupts the experience
of love. Every lover wants to be loved spontaneously and for himself,
not as a result of coercion or ingratiation. Sartre cuts to the core of the
lover’s dilemma when he suggests that the lover wishes to possess the
beloved as an object and yet simultaneously wishes that she remain a
free subject—free to love him.

Recourse to domination in order to insure love is doomed for yet an-
other reason. It aims at possession, but spirit in the Other is always in-
accessible; it becomes visible only through behavior. Hence the prime
goal in domination must be to govern the Other’s behavior. But this is
never enough for the insecure lover; he fears the invisible resistance or
refusal: “You may have my body, but not my soul!” The only way out
of the dilemma is to metaphysicalize domination. The lover must at-
tempt to make the spirit of the Other fully visible in the body so there
can be no secret refusals, no withholdings. When domination is “meta-
physicalized” the body is not simply a vehicle for spirit; it is identified
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with spirit. (If someone attempts to use power as the primary means to
transcendence, it often takes the form of sexual domination, as can be
seen, for example, in the Marquis de Sade’s writings.)

For the reasons just described, possession through domination can-
not ever be entirely satisfactory. Either love will fade or the attempt to
dominate will be escalated, forever doomed to fall short of the mark.
The escalation is a vicious circle leading inevitably to jealousy, whether
or not there is cause for it in either the behavior or the secret wishes of
the beloved. The desire to insure possession and to guarantee union
may even result in the most extreme of acts: the lover, in a desperate at-
tempt to extinguish all possibility of independent thought or actions by
the beloved, may kill her (and himself), thus literally enacting a perver-
sion of the Liebestod.

Sometimes domination merges into sadism. Some individuals, by
virtue of their early experiences or perhaps their nature, are unable to
transcend ambivalent relationships. For them, rage is an intimate and
necessary part of relationships, and may emerge in the form of sadism.
Whereas in domination, the lover is motivated to secure the dependency
of the beloved on himself, in sadism, his additional aim is to cause the
beloved humiliation and vent his own aggression. Sadism serves to in-
flate the self through the degradation of the Other. Excesses of behavior
sometimes point to the lovers’ true motives. Consider, for example, the
lover who in ecstatic embrace persuades the beloved to give him a child.
Upon discovery of her ensuing pregnancy, however, he insists that she
have an abortion. Or there is the man, passionately enamored of his wife,
who was insanely jealous of the affairs she had before they met. Yet, on
occasion, he demanded that she sleep with a friend of his in his presence,
and that she perform sexually with the other man with ecstatic abandon.
He wanted to own his wife’s sexuality entirely and yet reduce her to
creature status, a slave who anxiously awaited his command. Later, en-
raged, he would call her shameless and undignified. Because both sexes
are vulnerable to the same misfortunes of early life that can corrupt the
capacity for love, both can enact either masochistic or sadistic variants of
love. Nonetheless, recourse to violence, both as a mode of domination
and the expression of rage, is much more common among men.

And what are the effects of domination on the beloved? Though of-
ten enough the objects of such attention see fit to flee, there are those
others who are sometimes too abject to extricate themselves. Some-
times, too, they intuit the raw need beneath the lover’s force and ratio-
nalize it as pure love. (At the extreme, some case workers of battered
wives are dismayed to discover that a few of the wives find evidence of
their husband’s love in the beatings they receive.)
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A word might be said about the power of the beloved enacting a role
as the unattainable object of desire; it is a weak kind of power because
it always depends upon the lover’s continuing interest in the beloved.
It can only be exerted insofar as the lover is left unsatisfied, not allowed
full possession, and it is most frequently exercised through sexual with-
holding. But a sane lover will eventually tire of unfulfilled longing. The
transience of this power, and the fantasies it awakens and dashes in
both the object of desire and the doting admirer are marvelously de-
picted in Bertrand Blier’s movie Menage. Bob (Gerard Depardieu) butts
into a fight between a husband Antoine (Michel Blanc) and his wife
Monique (Miou Miou) and forms an instant triangle. Antoine adores
Monique but she is contemptuous of him. Bob seduces the couple into
a life of crime and, at the same time Monique is falling in love with both
the high life and him, he is falling in love with Antoine. In order to
maintain her new goodies and her access to Bob, Monique encourages
Antoine to submit to Bob. The centerpiece of the film is Bob’s lovesick
longing for Antoine, Antoine’s horror (at the homosexual implications),
his ultimate surrender, and the predictable outcome—Bob’s need to do-
mesticate Antoine and thereby disengage from his personal torch song.
Feeling abandoned, Antoine strikes back. Both Bob and Antoine are
brought low by their mutual enactment of different power modalities.
One strength of the film is to detach the story of passion that is tamed
when realized—and the corruption of love through power—from its
usual stereotypical heterosexual frame, and to reveal the way power
works in love irrespective of the gender of the protagonists.

SUBMISSION IN THE SERVICE OF POSSESSION

Submission may serve the same goals of possession as domination.
While submission is often believed to be nothing more than a realistic
response to being in a subordinate position (in which case it might be re-
garded merely as the only adaptive response available to the weaker
party), it is also often deployed as a power maneuver, one expressed
in the “passive” voice. Then submission is a ploy, which, like domina-
tion, consists of a series of psychological maneuvers aimed either at con-
trolling the Other or securing dependency gratification. The difference
between them is that submission substitutes manipulation for coercion
or force as the means of control. The lover’s strategy is to please the be-
loved and make himself seem indispensable, or to bind the beloved to
him through guilt. Submission’s repertory of devices includes seduc-
tion, ingratiation, flattery, minute ministration to the needs of the be-
loved, and the elevation of the beloved’s priorities over one’s own.
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Insofar as the lover can induce the beloved to depend on him, even
exploit him, the lover feels indispensable and achieves a kind of secu-
rity. The lover submits in order to hold on to his beloved and occasion-
ally share in her power. He feels a sense of permanence and importance
in being indispensable to someone important. But this mode of relating
to the beloved necessarily carries with it a sense of self-impoverishment.
The lover sacrifices himself to the security of the relationship. Unlike the
impulse to surrender, where the aim is transcendence, the motivation
here is not so grand. The lover does not seek to obliterate the self so as
to be reborn, or enlarged, but seeks to secure the truncated self. Subor-
dination is deeply damaging to self-esteem, so the lover may have re-
course to covert “equalizers,” such as affairs.

A subtle power modality, one that appears benevolent by compari-
son with some of the other modes, is that which is disguised as caretak-
ing. Some lovers are extremely nurturant in order to disguise their
underlying and unacceptable feelings of dependency. The lover in-
dulges the beloved’s inclination toward dependency by assuming the
role of the indulgent provider of both emotional and material goods.
This sometimes camouflages a conscious condescension or disparage-
ment of the beloved. More often, however, it masks a profound identi-
fication with the beloved’s dependency wishes.

In such cases, the “we” appears to be composed of a mature, centered
lover who is dominant over a needy and infantile beloved. Sometimes,
however, one may see a dramatic reversal in roles, which reveals the
true meaning of the need to dominate, showing it for the terrible weak-
ness that it is. One of the most gripping fictional accounts of a couple
engaged in such a dynamic is Fitzgerald’s portrait of Nicole and Dick
Diver in Tender Is the Night.

Dick Diver, a psychiatrist, meets Nicole, a patient at a psychiatric
sanitarium. Nicole, who is psychologically disturbed and perhaps even
schizophrenic (by virtue of an incestuous relationship with her father),
recovers her health through a series of letters she writes to the dashing
Dr. Diver.

Following her recovery, the two are married. Nicole’s life appears to
be structured by Dick, but in reality both their lives are structured
around her. Nicole has a relapse in response to Dick’s interest in another
woman. Dick becomes the head of a sanitarium in order to provide the
setting in which to nurse Nicole back to health. In curing her he be-
comes uncentered, emptied (or was he always?) and her apparently
complete domination by him and the subsequent reversal of the power
balance are revealed in two deceptively small exchanges.
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Dick, gradually showing signs of emotional exhaustion and deteri-
oration, has been drinking too much. Nicole’s lover-to-be, Tommy Bur-
ban, tells her:

“There are those who can drink and those who can’t. Obviously
Dick can’t. You ought to tell him not to.”

“I!,” she exclaimed in amazement, “I tell Dick what he should do or
shouldn’t do!”

Not long after, Tommy visits the Divers and complains of a sore throat.
Nicole gives him the last jar of special camphor rub over Dick’s objec-
tion. It is the first stand Nicole takes in opposition to Dick, and it is pro-
phetic.

“There was no necessity for that gesture,” Dick said.
“There are four of us here—and for years whenever there’s a cough

——”
They looked at each other.
“We can always get another jar—” then she lost her nerve and pres-

ently followed him upstairs where he lay down on his own bed and said
nothing.

Dick immediately understood the significance of the incident. Later,
when they had agreed to separate, it was without drama. “Nicole felt
outguessed, realizing that from the episode of the camphor-rub, Dick
had anticipated everything.”

In the end she, the fragile, sick one, was more prepared for life.
“Nicole had been designed for change, for flight, with money as fins
and wings. The new state of things would be no more than if a racing
chassis, concealed for years under the body of a family limousine, should
be stripped to its original self.” He, on the other hand—the charming,
engaging, and energetic Dick Diver—was fatigued, emptied out, de-
stroyed, and destined for obscurity. During their relationship, despite
surface appearances, she gained in strength while his fund of strength
was eroded, and his underlying weakness revealed.

Some lovers try to control one another by eliciting guilt. This maneuver
almost always fails, further estranging them. The turn to guilt as a mode
of control and belief in its efficacy constitute a regression to an earlier mode
of interaction: children and parents attempt to control each other through
guilt. As it turns out, attempts to elicit guilt more often provoke anger. But
guilt can be invoked to lock in a relationship, albeit an unhappy one.

In Ethan Frome, Edith Wharton has given us a chilling account of a
woman who established her influence over a man through caretaking
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and then destroyed them both through her infirmities and reproaches.
Zeena, who was Ethan’s relative, came to nurse his mother through her
final illness and she filled the quiet house with conversation. “Zeena
seemed to understand his case at a glance. She laughed at him for not
knowing the simplest sick-bed duties and told him to ‘go right along
out’ and leave her to see to things. The mere fact of obeying her orders,
of feeling free to go about his business again and talk with other men,
restored his shaken balance and magnified his sense of what he owed
her.” When his mother died he feared to be alone again, but, afterwards
thought he might have been spared had his mother died not in the win-
ter but in the spring. For the respite from his lonely life was short
enough. Within a year, Zeena had herself succumbed to sickness,
largely imagined, and had become the new stone around his neck, as
the two sank into stultifying silence. Seven years later, when Zeena’s
young cousin Mattie came to live with them, Ethan’s heart grew lighter
and he felt warmth and the stirring of love. But Zeena became jealous
and retaliated with escalated sickness and reproaches and plotted to
send Mattie away. “Ethan looked at her with loathing. She was no
longer the listless creature who had lived at his side in a state of sullen
self-absorption, but a mysterious alien presence, an evil energy secreted
from the long years of silent brooding. It was the sense of his helpless-
ness that sharpened his antipathy.” Yet he was powerless to thwart her
plans. The night before Mattie was to leave, he took her for a last sleigh
ride, intending suicide, but at the last moment averted the fatal crash,
avoiding death but crippling them both. Mattie, confined to a chair, lived
on to be nursed by Zeena, the three locked in an unending agony.

By and large there is a gender difference in the techniques of control
that each sex favors, though these are by no means invariable. Woman
more often exerts her control through either a dependent or caretaking
modality. As the submissive one, eager to do her lover’s bidding, she
manifests her moral superiority, and manipulates by eliciting guilt in
the beloved. She ensnares and manipulates the beloved through her
submission and her high moral standards, through her self-sacrifice
and faithfulness. The time-honored question “How could you?” simul-
taneously conveys reproach, helplessness, and moral superiority. Tradi-
tionally, too, she can control the beloved through the granting or
withholding of her sexual favors. Man, on the other hand, generally
opts for dominance, coercing and manipulating more directly by phys-
ical or verbal abuse, economic, social, or other kinds of sanction. These
differences reflect both gender socialization and a real difference in the
power positions of men and women in our society.
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Both sexes, in pursuit of possession or priority, may utilize any or all
of the available techniques of power. These may appear to succeed and
may stabilize the love (or, if not love, then the relationship intended to
approximate love). But recourse to the instruments of power, whether
domination or submission, even when it is successful at stabilizing love,
ultimately leaves the lover with a sense of sadness, a feeling that love is
not naturally his due, but rather that he has had to elicit it by force or
secure it through guile. To be loved as a consequence of coercion or
guile is to forgo the experience of feeling loved for oneself.

DOMINANT-SUBMISSIVE ADAPTATIONS 
AMONG COUPLES

Lovers for whom mutual dependency is a primary concern often form
very troubled but durable relationships in which there appears to be a
strong dominant-submissive gradient between them. They sometimes
attempt to perpetuate the fiction that the dominant partner is strong and
free. This allows them both to participate in his apparent “strength.”
Nonetheless, whether dominant or submissive, the lover engaged in
the drama of power is utterly dependent on his beloved. In submission,
the lover needs the beloved as the source of strength; in domination, the
lover needs the beloved as the objective guarantor of his own strength.
In each case, he senses his abject dependency on the Other. And how-
ever he may try to suppress it, the knowledge of his vulnerability acts to
intensify his need to cling to the beloved, the result being that he needs
to dominate or submit even more. A vicious circle is initiated, one that
is extremely hard to break.

Whether dominant or submissive in such relationships, the self is
diminished, and the assertion or enactment of power in love will most
often lead to mutual resentment, anger, and even aggression. Nonethe-
less, while the psychological maneuvers of power can dilute the purity
of love, on occasion they also stabilize love. It would be naive not to ac-
knowledge that some of the most intimate and intense love affairs are
generated within the context of manifest power relationships, bondings
which draw their passionate intensity from the highly charged mix of
love and power.

And, interestingly enough, such lovers may struggle hard to hold on
to each other, even to the extent of living through power reversals. In
other words, the master will sometimes become the slave when his re-
lationship is threatened by his slave’s revolt, and this may, for some
people, be an effective stratagem.
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I know very well a woman who was a gifted businesswoman but in-
hibited in the pursuit of her own career by her slavish devotion to an
eminent lawyer. She worked on his behalf every night, entertained for
him, and spent time scheming to get him ever more glamorous clients.
Some years into their courtship, she was astonished to discover that she
was but one of two mistresses. He offered very thin excuses and made
no move to make amends. Although hurt, she went on catering to him,
by this time caught up entirely in the fantasy that she could only realize
her ambitions through him. Eventually, however, she found the courage
to have a surreptitious affair of her own, and considered marrying this
second man. But she revealed her intention to the lawyer, and what fol-
lowed was an amazing transformation in each of them and in their re-
lationship.

The lawyer, formerly dominant, demanding, and controlling, now
became abject and pleading. Whereas before he had claimed he would
not abandon his other mistress for fear that she would commit suicide,
now he decided to give her up. He was disconsolate and despondent to
the point of threatening suicide himself if his beloved would not marry
him. She, in turn, exhibited more dignity, self-respect, and presence than
she had had in years, and put off giving him an immediate answer.
Eventually, though, she was clearly moved by his apparent transforma-
tion and hyperbolic promises, and, although cautious, was ultimately
persuaded to return to him and they were married. Of course, their re-
lationship gradually drifted back to its original power balance. But,
subsequently, whenever she became sufficiently alarmed at the inten-
sity or direction of his involvement elsewhere she threatened divorce or
had an affair. This was always enough to precipitate a recurrent suicidal
crisis in him which was invariably resolved through a joint reaffirma-
tion of their mutual love.

The moral of the tale is not that she was seduced and abandoned, for
that never happened. In fact, both seemed to thrive on the intensity of
their involvement. It was not a distant relationship but an extremely in-
timate one, the subacute pain and suffering notwithstanding. This love
was precariously balanced in the direction of her subordination and his
domination. She served him, investing all her hopes and plans in him,
while he played the tempestuous, sensitive, suffering soul who longed
to be true to her but was unable, by nature, to do so. However, the ten-
sion and intensity of the relationship was kept alive by their mutual
knowledge that she might bolt.

A few of their intimate friends claimed to feel a little bewildered and
off-center in their presence (though they were always extremely good
company). There was something definitely wrong between them, and
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her fundamental subordination rankled some, but at the same time they
always appeared to be more intensely involved than most other cou-
ples. And each openly professed a deep affinity for the other, a deep spir-
itual bond. He regretted her insistence on fidelity, but also cursed himself
for his obsessive womanizing. She sincerely believed (or rationalized)
that, despite her periodic suffering, they were bound by love and that
he would eventually change. Their relationship was important to them
both and they had a variety of strategies for preserving it, including
their mutually reinforcing rationalizations for his behavior. And hers!
For it must be added that part of their pact was to proclaim her sound
mental health and superior nurturing skills. They both rationalized her
submission as a kind of spirituality that placed her above the mundane
concerns for fidelity and conventionality demanded by other women in
other relationships.

In addition to their almost ritualized roles and rationalizations, they
also contrived to have a good friend in attendance most of the time. This
was sometimes his mentor, sometimes a soulful friend of one or the
other, but always someone who cared for them both and perceived
them as a loving couple. This third party was part confessor, part con-
ciliator, but in whatever capacity served a strategic function: to validate
the existence of their love should their own belief in it ever waiver.
While this maneuver appears to triangulate the relationship, its mode
was not Oedipal; that is, the third person was never a potential rival for
either of them. Instead he (or she) served the roles of externalized con-
science and guarantor of the relationship. A large part of the couple’s
psychological investment was in the “couple” itself, in the “we” they pre-
sented to the world.

This relationship illustrates a “successful” love dance of power. It is
through a delicately balanced power relationship (sometimes with fluc-
tuating power positions), that some intensive, passionate relationships
are maintained for very long periods of time. It is as though the chore-
ography of power is intuitively understood by both lovers, and the
dance that emerges is nothing if not intricate.

THE EXISTENTIAL AND DEVELOPMENTAL LINKS 
BETWEEN LOVE AND POWER

The relationship between power and love is often an intimate one, the
interconnection mandated by both the overlapping aims of love and
power and by love’s developmental history.

The aims of love and power are closely related though the means uti-
lized by each are different. According to Hans Morgenthau, “Love and
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power both try to overcome loneliness, and the sense of man’s insuffi-
ciency stemming from this loneliness, through duplication of his individ-
uality.” In both love and power, the Other is mobilized as an affirmation
of the lover’s subjectivity and will. It goes without saying that both are
attempts to overcome his sense of weakness as well, and that both answer
his dependency needs. Given the fact that the aims of love and power are
so close yet can never be entirely achieved, it is inevitable that the one
may be called upon to bolster the other. (Though it is not our primary
concern here, it is also true, as Morgenthau suggests, that power seeks a
modicum of love: “The political philosophies which emphasize the sta-
bility of power relationships, such as those of monarchies and autocra-
cies, make a point of appealing to the love of the subject for the ruler.”)

The intermingling of love and power is also facilitated by the devel-
opmental history of love. Affectionate bonding has its earliest roots in
infancy and is closely tied to the child’s state of dependency. In part, so-
cialization of the child proceeds because the child fears the loss of love
should he not comply with parental demands. Similarly, the adult lover
often harbors the underlying belief that the beloved must be placated in
order to insure her constancy. Because of the early link between affec-
tion and dependency, subsequent attachments often reflect the deep-
rooted idea of an inherent power differential in love. Rieff takes this
argument even further. According to him, because love is related to the
“parental fact of domination,” it follows that “Power is the father of love,
and in love one follows the paternal example of power, in a relation that
must include a superior and a subordinate.” Moreover, he argues that
while Christianity proclaimed the ultimate authority to be the source of
love, “Freud discovered the love of authority.” (Here, one sees part of
the impetus to the birth of love in therapeutic situations, where the close
relationship between love and the love of authority predisposes the pa-
tient to believe that she is in love with the therapist.) The lover may
identify with either the all-powerful parent or the helpless child. Affec-
tion often originates along this power gradient—where is almost beside
the point. One may overcome this proclivity, but only if he has the good
fortune to become his own authority.

�
Thus far, I have primarily discussed the ways in which power acts

adversely in love. However, as has been suggested, there is always, be-
tween all lovers, whether it is acknowledged or not, a period of jockey-
ing for their respective positions in a balance of power. The balance of
power establishes the relative priority of claims between the lovers. The
subtle adjustment that results concerns not just matters of priority, but
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who cares about coming first and in which areas. (Nonetheless, the ul-
timate balance of power most often resides in the partner who is least
fearful of losing the relationship.) It is when such a balance is disrupted
(typically when one lover unilaterally desires to change the “rules”) that
a power struggle ensues. This may never happen and then the balance
of power need never be articulated. It is only when an unspoken under-
standing about the balance of power is disrupted that the struggle for pri-
ority serves to destabilize love.

As for the more fundamental impulses to domination inherent in
love, the need for conquest and possession can be restrained but not oblit-
erated. The desire for possession appears to be an essential component of
passionate love. What sometimes restrains the lover from the attempt at
absolute possession is his intuition that it must fail. Then, too, the lover
feels more than just the need for possession alone. He also cherishes the
beloved and wants to surrender himself to her. He tries to relinquish his
possessiveness and he tries to free himself from his own impulse to sur-
render. Passionate love oscillates around a point midway between these
diametrically opposed but intimately connected impulses.

However, love is most likely to evolve and be sustained when both
lovers are sovereign. That is one of the underlying themes of Chaucer’s
extremely complex tale of the Wife of Bath. In that story, a young knight
in Arthur’s court is sentenced to die because he has raped a girl. Arthur’s
queen commutes the death sentence on one condition: that within
twelve months the knight tell the queen what it is that women most de-
sire. The knight travels the country and receives diverse replies: women
want riches, clothes, love, and many other things. But no two people
agree on a single answer. Near the end of the year, fearing for his life, he
happens upon an old hag. She promises to answer the question on con-
dition that he do her bidding when his life is again his own. He agrees
and gives the hag’s answer to the Queen: women want sovereignty. The
women gathered in the Court—wives, widows, and maids—all agree,
and the knight’s life is spared.

The hag then asserts her claim to the knight and orders him to marry
her. Although loathing the old woman, he feels obliged to comply. She,
however, notices his distaste for her and gives him two alternatives:
she will be a faithful and loving wife as an old hag, or, if he prefers, she
will be young and beautiful, but he will then have to take his chances
regarding her fidelity. And how does the knight choose? Very wisely,
in light of what he has just learned about what women really want:
he leaves the choice to her. Granted her sovereignty, the hag responds
generously; she transforms herself into a woman both beautiful and
faithful. Thus he learns by his own experience the meaning of that
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“sovereinetee” that women desire above all things. And she, trans-
formed by the trust he puts in her and the unconditional freedom of
choice he allows her, becomes that which he had wanted her to be—but
does so of her own free will.

The knight could be gratified in love only when he had been “edu-
cated” as to the true nature of women. He who had exercised an extreme
form of sovereignty over a woman—rape—now grants total sover-
eignty himself, and is rewarded with a wife who then “obeyed him in
everything that might give him pleasure or joy/And thus they lived to
the end of their lives/In perfect joy.”
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C H A P T E R  8

Disillusionment

What many lovers long for is the perpetuation of the excitement
of love’s passionate phase. However, wishing does not always make it
so. Love’s critics often cite loss of intensity as its major hazard. Even
friendly critics of love point to what they consider the inevitably tran-
sient nature of love’s passionate phase, the excitement of courtship
giving way—in the happiest of circumstances—to the serenity of com-
mitment. Passion, then, is generally viewed as the introductory phase
of love, a mere prelude to a more muted relationship, which can be de-
scribed as affectionate bonding. There are some, myself among them,
who believe that a passionate core can be maintained beyond the “fall-
ing in love” period, but, of course, that is far from the most common
outcome. Alternately, and less happily, love may simply die when pas-
sion fades, swamped either by the boredom and restlessness that often
ensue in the absence of intensity or by the sense of betrayal or fear of
abandonment or anger that may follow the more fundamental loss of
idealization or mutuality.

Initially passion draws on the excitement and anxiety generated by
the uncertainty of the amorous quest. And here is the sorrow: for many
lovers the pleasures of realization cannot match the thrills of the quest.
But it is only human to want both; the lover craves the calm and peace
of mutuality, intimacy, and commitment—love in pastel colors in a pas-
toral setting—at the same time that he hungers for the danger of life on
the edge—electric love in a torrential landscape. He simultaneously longs
for the safe haven and the bright lights, Jane Austen’s drawing room
and Emily Brontë’s wild heath, quiet conversation and peak experience,
serenity and the exhilaration of the chase, peace and strife, familiarity
and mystery. The achievement of the one must, of necessity, compro-
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mise the other to some (though not always to a fatal) degree, and this
contradiction of aims lends a restlessness to love, a sense that its com-
plex and contradictory longings can never be completely satisfied. In at-
tempting to mediate this contradiction, some lovers are able to find a
source of excitement other than that of the perpetual quest for new ob-
jects. For them, the creative synthesis in love fosters a richness and com-
plexity of internal experience that is at least as exciting as the thrills of
novelty and uncertainty. These lovers, however, seem to be in the mi-
nority.

For many others, excitement appears to be necessarily grounded
within either the riskiness and adventure of courtship, the mystery of
the Other, or the intensity of sexual passion. But all these sources of ex-
citement are unreliable. Courtship is by definition impermanent and
fleeting, intimacy encroaches upon mystery, and lust is one of love’s
most vulnerable and often transient components.

Thus it is that many lovers who are able to avoid the extremes of sur-
render and domination still succumb to a different kind of longing for
absolutes, leading to another set of disappointments and problems.
And if idealization and harmonious mutuality—components of passion
which are just as important as intensity—give way too, then love in all
its manifestations may fade, to be replaced by either apathy or loathing.
The apparently safe harbor may turn into a trap, a place in which one
feels becalmed in a desultory, stifling atmosphere.

All these failures of feelings—the loss of idealization, mutuality, and
excitement—are the result of the internal dynamics of love, its inher-
ently contradictory aims and needs. But each of them can be neurotically
elaborated as well, thus compounding the problems. Or, they may be
minimized, thus enabling lovers to enjoy one of life’s great pleasures:
enduring love.

THE LOSS OF IDEALIZATION

When love unravels, the lover’s idealization of the beloved may give way
to a radical de-idealization. Aristotle Onassis’s disenchantment with his
wife Jacqueline Bouvier Kennedy (as reported by Maria Callas’s biogra-
pher) appears to have followed this pattern: “‘Coldhearted and shal-
low’ is how he was now describing Jackie, who had only two years earlier
been ‘like a diamond, cool and sharp at the edges, fiery and hot beneath
the surface.’”

Because romantic love is based on idealization which is by defini-
tion an act of imaginative exaggeration, it is believed by all love’s skep-
tics that love will inevitably fade when confronted by the exigencies of
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daily life. It seems almost preordained that the lover, having idealized
at the beginning, will come to de-idealize the beloved, and that the new
realistic perception will spell the death of love. According to these anal-
yses, the original idealization of the beloved is a distortion, a projection
of the lover’s fantasies of perfection onto the beloved. But, in truth, the
fate of idealization is variable: it may be preserved, modulated, dimin-
ished, or utterly shattered.

Furthermore, the degree of idealization is itself quite variable. Some-
times the lover’s idealization of his beloved clearly does represent an
extreme overvaluation, sometimes a total misperception, and it is for
this reason that love is often called “blind.” But while such perceptual
distortions are common, they are not ubiquitous. Insofar as the valua-
tion of the beloved is not vastly exaggerated, idealization—hence love—
can endure.

During the course of any relationship, there are invariably changes
in the content and nature of idealization. Fitzgerald in The Great Gatsby
gives us a wondrous account of the way not just people but things may
be vested differently when lovers finally come together. At one point in
the book, Gatsby has just gone to great lengths to arrange a meeting with
Daisy, the great love of his life, who had married someone else while he
was away in the army. She is now visiting him at the vast estate he had
bought solely because its closeness to her home would allow him to
gaze across the bay to a space he knew she occupied.

“If it wasn’t for the mist we could see your home across the bay,” said
Gatsby. “You always have a green light that burns all night at the end of
your dock.”

Daisy put her arm through his abruptly, but he seemed absorbed in
what he had just said. Possibly it had occurred to him that the colossal
significance of that light had now vanished forever. Compared to the
great distance that had separated him from Daisy it had seemed very
near to her, almost touching her. It had seemed as close as a star to the
moon. Now it was again a green light on a dock. His count of enchanted
objects had diminished by one.

This de-investment is in the service of love. But others may diminish love.
Even in the most successful of love relationships, idealization is not

static. The lover feels waves of hostility towards the beloved, sometimes
entirely irrational, sometimes in response to the most insignificant of
transgressions. These usually take the form of fleeting de-idealizations,
flashes of negative, possibly even degrading feelings and thoughts
about the beloved. In happy love, these thoughts, though momentarily
unsettling, are usually quickly dismissed. But what causes such fluctu-
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ations in perception and feeling? In part, de-idealization seems implicit
in idealization, awaiting only the first outbreak of anger at the beloved
or the introduction of some new piece of knowledge about her. In part
it has to do with the latent anger existing in all love, which can perhaps
be explained as the lover’s defense against the threat to autonomy
which is invariably posed by love’s thralldom. Or resentment may be
the expression of the lover’s latent envy of the beloved’s good qualities,
those very virtues which drew him to her.

In A Sport and a Pastime, Salter catches that sudden feeling of disillu-
sionment and then the equally sudden restitution of admiration. The
lover, Dean, is musing about his beloved French girl:

Dean is a little bored. It’s an effort to speak French. He’s weary of it, and
English is no better, hers is so uneven. Her mistakes begin to be irritat-
ing, and besides, she seems disposed to talk only of banal things: shoes,
her work at the office. When she is silent, he glances at her and smiles.
She doesn’t respond. She senses it, he thinks. Suddenly, he feels trans-
parent. The eyes that return his somewhat mechanical glance are the
eyes of a knowing child, and all the evasions, poses, devices become
foolish. The windshield has faint streaks of blue like air. As he looks
through, at the road ahead, he is conscious of her calm appraisal. She
understands effortlessly. Life is all quite clear to her. She is one with it.
She moves in it like a fish, never wondering if it has a bottom, shores,
worlds above it . . .

Such waxings and wanings of idealization are common to all lovers.
Within the space of a single evening, how often we may feel a mixture
of pride in the beloved, embarrassment, annoyance, boredom, and af-
fection.

Quite different are the radical de-idealizations that signify the end
of love. The potential for de-idealization, always present, can be cata-
lyzed by any fundamental shift in the lover’s feelings, whether moti-
vated by hurt, disappointment, anger, or an attraction to someone else.
Anna Karenina, after meeting the dashing Vronsky, returns to St. Peters-
burg where she notices that her husband’s ears seem much more prom-
inent and his habit of cracking his knuckles more exaggerated. And so
it is that our perceptions tend to follow our feelings. (This is no less true
of our self-perceptions: Some mornings we look in the mirror and find
ourselves ugly and other mornings quite attractive.)

Sometimes de-idealization may be precipitated by the discovery of
previously unknown shortcomings in the beloved. One shrewd but
scrupulous businessman’s love was destroyed when his beloved re-
vealed to him that she gave kickbacks to buyers. He was unable to
marry her; she, in turn, was startled by his rejection since she assumed
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that her behavior was consonant with his code of ethics. A homosexual
man was shocked to discover that his beloved hated women; this became
the fatal flaw around which de-idealization—and then rejection—crys-
tallized. In the case of Onassis, it has been suggested that his fundamen-
tal disenchantment with Jacqueline had two immediate causes: “. . . as
Jackie spent an estimated $1.5 million in the first year of her marriage, re-
moved his favorite allegorical friezes from the Christina and completely,
extravagantly and by no means always to his taste, redecorated the Skor-
pios house, Onassis began to feel invaded and used.” But “the turning
point came . . . when all the letters Jackie had written to her former escort,
Roswell Gilpatric, fell into the hands of an autograph dealer and were
published around the world before they were returned to Gilpatric under
the terms of a court order.” Though the letters revealed nothing about
Onassis, they suggested a degree of intimacy between Jackie and Gilpat-
ric that Onassis apparently found extremely distasteful.

Sometimes de-idealization may be set in motion when changed cir-
cumstances show the beloved in a different light. (Lovers prone to over-
idealization are particularly vulnerable to such disappointments.) For
example, one woman, who had always admired her father for his well-
acknowledged contributions to the local community, fell in love for the
first time in the 1970s with a successful musician. He seemed to her to
have the same kind of vitality and imaginative engagement with the
people around him as her adored and idealized father; and thus she pur-
sued her beloved, yearned for him and forgave him his infidelities and
indiscretions, experiencing it as a great victory when she finally per-
suaded him to marry her. But fifteen years later, her opinion of her hus-
band was remarkably changed, admiration and idealization having
worn disastrously thin. Was the decline in her feelings, as she experi-
enced it, merely because her husband turned out to be an essentially cold
man? Or was it also because musical tastes had apparently changed so
much that the current market was not the best showcase for her hus-
band’s particular talents and musical idiom? He dined out more on his
past successes than on any current ones. In any case, her inner need to
idealize someone did not diminish; it simply got redirected to a series of
different people. To her friends, the increasing estrangement between
husband and wife seemed as much a product of her exaggerated need to
attach herself to someone of considerable prominence as it was of her
disappointment at her discovery of her husband’s emotional limitations.

The common fate of idealization in love—its diminution over time—
tells us something in general about the failure of imagination that ulti-
mately affects most lovers. But de-idealization may also tell us some-
thing specific about the failings of a particular lover. One divorced man
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fell in love with a series of remarkable women, each of whom he ideal-
ized for her uniqueness and achievements, but each of whom was past
the child-bearing age or unwilling to have more children. At the thresh-
old of the altar, he invariably discovered he could not give up the pros-
pect of being a father once again. The first time it happened it seemed
entirely plausible that he was genuinely overtaken by a sudden realiza-
tion of his wish for more children, and that this insight dampened his
enthusiasm for his beloved. If this were the whole story, one might have
expected that he would, in the future, have looked to younger women.
When his pattern continued virtually unchanged, his friends came to sus-
pect either that he harbored some underlying fantasy of revenge against
women, or that he feared sustained intimacy—but whatever the cause
it was one that invariably spoiled his fabled romances.

Sometimes rapid de-idealization is clearly neurotic. We all know of
individuals who are prone to repeated intense infatuations accom-
panied by exaggerated idealizations. These are subject to radical de-
idealization and subsequent withdrawal of love, so sudden that the
love has ended long before the lover can have come by any real knowl-
edge of his beloved.

If the idealization is markedly exaggerated, the overvaluation has
neurotic determinants, and the subsequent disillusionment is likely to be
as exaggerated as the initial idealization. Psychoanalysts are familiar
with the kind of extreme underlying ambivalence that gives rise to such
oscillations, rendering the idealization of the beloved vulnerable to the
massive incursion of rage in response to even slight provocations. The
textbook example of overidealization and the problems that follow in its
wake found in Thomas Hardy’s The Well Beloved has been explored by the
psychoanalysts Werman and Jacobs. The protagonist of this novel, as a
child, first falls in love with a little blue-eyed girl of about eight or so.
Even in the first enraptured stage of his crush he could not help noticing
that the girl’s flaxen hair, coming down to her shoulders, attempted to
curl “but ignominiously failed!” This became the fatal flaw through
which he came to de-idealize her. His oscillation of feelings in this early
episode was prophetic of the pattern that would characterize his
subsequent loves; the girl with the flaxen hair was followed by many
other well-beloved ones, all of whom were at first extravagantly admired
despite some evident “flaw,” and then radically de-idealized.

There are several problems, most often interrelated, that make some
lovers vulnerable to sharp devaluations of their love objects. The lover
may be impelled by the reactivation of anger connected to former love
objects (a chronic ambivalence) or by a lack of self-esteem which is pro-
jected onto the beloved with whom he identifies.



Disillusionment 167

Projection of the lover’s own self-devaluation onto the beloved is
one of the most common of all factors in the disequilibration of a love
relationship. Perhaps the easiest of all mechanisms to understand, it is
best summed up in Groucho Marx’s famous dictum: “I wouldn’t join
any club that would have me as a member.” Translated to the realm of
love, this simply means that if the lover has sufficiently low self-esteem,
he regards anyone who truly loves him as by definition deficient, want-
ing in taste. I know a woman who describes the surface manifestation
of this kind of dilemma in her own life, though without fully under-
standing its implications. She makes a joke of her disregard of her current
lover: “I don’t know why I don’t love him. He’s completely devoted and
he’ll spend three hours on oral sex. I need somebody to make trouble,
give me a hard time. He’s too easy.” To prove his worth, he would have
to be reticent, hard to get, hard to please, and less eager to please her.
This same mechanism, of course, accounts for the romantic allure of
those who appear somewhat unapproachable or reserved, who possess
what one might call the attractiveness of narcissistic distancing.

One man, kind to a fault, found himself excessively critical only of his
wife and, before her, of his first wife. He came to understand that he
aimed his harsh judgment only at himself and those few intimates whom
he regarded as part of himself. (It’s always hard to live with someone
who has a harsh superego; such people seldom can restrain their punitive
impulses towards themselves or their loved ones.) The self-hate and judg-
mentalism that characterize those ruled by a primitive, harsh superego
have led many theorists of love, most notably Erich Fromm, to the con-
clusion that healthy self-love is a prerequisite for on-going mutual love.
Serious fluctuations in self-esteem and self-evaluation have the potential
to destabilize the healthy idealization of the beloved that is a prerequisite
of ongoing love.

There are other root causes of de-idealization. Sometimes when ide-
alization comes to grief, it is in response to real changes, but change
within the lover’s psyche rather than any change in the beloved. For ex-
ample, with the advent of the women’s movement, some women who
had previously admired their take-charge husbands came to resent their
husbands’ inability to share the decision making. A problem may also
emerge if the lover manifestly values one accurately perceived quality
but, in fact, unbeknownst to himself, needs another, as is the case, for
example, with the lover who idealizes the beloved for her indepen-
dence but is fundamentally threatened by it.

De-idealization may affect not only the beloved, but also the “we,”
the joint identity that the couple has created. This joint identity is some-
times so concordant with the aspirations of each lover’s ego ideal that
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it provides the matrix for a lasting mutual love, but the pride and plea-
sure invested in the “we” may also give way to sharp devaluation and
de-idealization. When married lovers encounter the emergence of psy-
chological problems in one of their children this may prove the destabi-
lizing event that precipitates a break. Very often parents attribute their
children’s difficulties to a negative dynamic between them, one they be-
lieve is implicit in the “we,” or they may reject the internalized concept
of the “we” altogether and project all blame onto the partner. Either sce-
nario can result in the complete erosion of the pride previously invested
in the union.

Illness can be the disruptive factor between previously stable, happy
lovers. It can lead to an altered perception not just of the afflicted lover,
but of the relationship itself. This is a frequent occurrence, for example,
when a militantly self-sufficient man has a heart attack. While many
couples readily adjust, some pairs are pulled asunder by the necessary
restructuring of the “we” during that period of time when the husband
is incapacitated and the wife must care for him (or vice versa).

Sometimes, too, lovers have specific aspirations for themselves as a
couple. These aspirations often find their proving ground on the social
plane, where the couple’s joint popularity and social mobility confirm
their value as a unit. Thus the social world is the field in which the couple,
the “we,” can sustain positive reinforcement, or, alternatively, insults,
slights, and disparagement. A negative evaluation by their peer couples
can create a profoundly negative effect on the lovers’ evaluation of
themselves as a couple. The blame for the deficiencies (real or imag-
ined) may be projected solely onto the partner, at the expense of the
lover’s idealization of both the beloved and the relationship, the “we.”

Sometimes idealization is at risk because it was so weak to start
with; in those instances, “love” is more related to the wish to be tended
to, looked after, adored, than to any adoration of the beloved. Then one
might say that romantic love never took firm hold in the first place. H.G.
Wells describes a kind of love unrelated to idealization of the Other:
“With me the Lover-Shadow never became, as it becomes in many
cases, a sought-after saint or divinity. My innate self conceit and the
rapid envelopment and penetration of my egotism by socialistic and
politically creative ideas was too powerful ever to admit the thought of
subordinating my persona to the Lover-Shadow. This fair and lovely per-
son, who was to be my protagonist, was to be friendly and understand-
ing . .. . I do not recall that. ..I had any dream or thoughts of my finding
something perplexing in her and studying to understand her.” More-
over he claimed to recognize the same impulse in Rebecca West when
she urged him to leave his wife and marry her. “ ‘Jane is a wife,’ I argued,
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‘but you could never be a wife, you want a wife yourself—you want
sanity and care and courage and patience behind you just as much as
I do.’ “ (Despite his intransigent insistence on his due as a man and ge-
nius, it is remarkable that, in attributing a desire for a “wife” to Rebecca
West, he anticipates one of the slogans of the woman’s movement—
”I want a wife”—by forty years.)

Insofar as relationships resemble those Wells describes, they are
based predominantly on a one-sided longing for admiration and tender
nurturance. They often prove extremely vulnerable because the idealiza-
tion of the beloved is so fragile, the estimation of her worth so trifling,
that the value of her admiration is itself severely compromised. Insofar as
a man believes his beloved to be inferior, her esteem cannot warm him.

To the degree that the lover’s fantasies are of being loved and ca-
tered to, not of mutual love, he might be considered narcissistic. Some-
times such narcissism appears to be the product not of personal
pathology, but of gender socialization. Men have been socialized to ex-
pect their lover to be nurse, mother, wife, mistress, and muse; every-
thing, that is, except a subject, a transcendent person in her own right.
But this is clearly not mutual or passionate love as it is generally under-
stood. Although relationships involving marked degrees of domination
or subservience may sometimes be extremely intense, the inequality of
the lovers makes the idealization one-sided (if it exists at all) and dimin-
ishes the possibility of the kind of mutuality that is an integral part of
ongoing passionate love. There may be another kind of mutuality, in
which one lover “services” the Other and both, presumably, obtain
some kind of satisfaction from the transaction. But by and large, rela-
tionships based on a power differential of any magnitude are conven-
tional and tepid, at least on the part of the dominant partner. Here the
problem is not lack of mutuality, but lack of exhilaration, a failure to be
absorbed in the other, hence the impossibility of feeling liberated from the
self into another, superior, identity (either that of the Other or the couple).

Men are not the only ones who sometimes overlook certain “limita-
tions” in the beloved in favor of other priorities and thus fail to achieve
full idealization of their beloved, at the expense of passion. The follow-
ing excerpts from actress Evelyn Keyes’s autobiography detail some of
her ambivalence about Mike Todd at the inception of their romance.

This Mike Todd was most entertaining during my Hollywood stay, but
nothing more than that. Who could take him for a steady diet?

He talked of marriage immediately. “I got love,” he would say, “what
else can I do.” Though I admired his whirling dervish ways and jump-
ing joie de vivre, he wasn’t really the “artist” type I was inclined toward,
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the creator of things rather than the hirer. And that eternal cigar. The
atrocious grammar. “Anyways,” he would say. The repetition of certain
phrases. “Walk around money.” “He’s around 49th Street” (somebody’s
age).. . .

But none of that was the real reason why I got caught in his web. For
a daddy-prone person like me, Mike the planner, the organizer, the doer,
was made to order. It was too easy to let this dynamo make all the ar-
rangements; he was doing it anyway: where to go, when, how, tickets,
reservations, cars. In no time at all he had taken the place of the studio
I had relied on, and was missing terribly. Big Daddy had returned.

So she got herself a daddy, and seemed to think him a good bargain.
When Todd later rejected her in favor of Elizabeth Taylor, she claimed
to take it hard. “When I wasn’t looking, I had been delivered a knockout
punch. I felt jilted.” Nonetheless, she did seem able to look at the posi-
tive side: she announced that she felt relieved never to have to hear his
colorful but crude language again.

�
It is the nature of all valuations, including idealization, to change

over the course of time. But this does not necessarily mean that ideali-
zation must diminish. In many relationships it does; but in many others
the idealization evolves, changes, and ripens. One may be disappointed,
but one may also become more deeply appreciative of the beloved as
gratifications and shared pleasures accrue. Even the course of a down-
ward spiraling relationship can be reversed when, in crisis, one partner
puts aside his accumulated resentments and rises to the occasion, thus
evoking the other’s admiration.

The course of the relationship, and the degree to which each partner
is able to idealize the other, depends on many factors that may change
over the years. The outcome depends not only on the individual health
or neurosis of the lover, but on the external events that impinge upon
the lovers separately and together, and, most important, on the “fit” be-
tween them, the question of whether over the long haul their wishes,
needs, and values (both conscious and unconscious) continue to prove
more compatible and mutually reinforcing than conflictual. As an ex-
ample, we might take the following hypothetical case and write three
different denouements. We start with a sublimely happy struggling cou-
ple. The wife is quite fulfilled as a kind of earth mother, scrimping and
saving, making do, never complaining, and sponsoring her husband’s
creative potential. The husband, of course, is extremely grateful, hold-
ing her up as a paragon to all their friends. They truly idealize and idol-
ize one another.
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In the first case, their great happiness is finally ruined by the hus-
band’s success, preeminence, and affluence. On the conscious level, the
wife comes to deplore his growing materialism and defection from the
pure life; but subconsciously, she is succumbing to envy of her hus-
band’s realization of his creative potential and dismay over the obsoles-
cence of her accustomed role as sole support of and believer in her
husband. Moreover, with the new freedom from the duties of her previ-
ous role, she may now be forced into an entirely unwelcome question-
ing of her own purpose in life. The marriage ends. In her next marriage
she is careful (unconsciously) to pick someone whose creative struggle
is ultimately limited by his potential; she and her new husband live con-
tentedly on the fringes of the artistic, literary world where she is once
again doted on as the good wife and she dotes (in turn) upon her new
husband as an unrecognized, uncorrupted creative genius.

In the second denouement, the couple’s happiness is also ruined but
for a different reason. The wife is extremely happy at her husband’s suc-
cess and rejoices both for him and for the new opportunities that his suc-
cess affords them both. But the husband, now less needy, reevaluates his
wife negatively. Retroactively he feels humbled, infantilized by her nur-
turance, and therefore angry at her. He wants no one around to remind
him of leaner, needier days. Now he finds her limited and second best
and longs for someone more worthy of his newfound stature.

But in the third denouement, both wife and husband rejoice at their
great good fortune. He is authentically grateful for her help and she
genuinely fulfilled. Now that it is no longer necessary for her to spend
so much time stretching so little so far, her creative energies find a new
outlet in some worthwhile community project, and he admires her even
more for her authentic selflessness. For them, their mutual appreciation
grows, and their initial idealization of one another evolves into an even
richer more accurate perception of each other’s real strengths and virtues.

There is, of course, an enormous range in the nature and fate of ide-
alizations in love. At one extreme are the unrealistic and primitive ide-
alizations, at the other the more differentiated and realistic kind. To the
degree that idealizations are unrealistic or neurotic, they are more likely
to break down over time, and to generate a good deal of rage as they do
so. But, as in the example of the good wife and her creatively limited
second husband, a neurotic fit may have viability over the long haul
and insure the continuation of mutual idealization.

While “mature” idealizations tend to endure, they, too, can waver, if
two “healthy” lovers happen into a crisis that tests their values and dis-
turbs their arrangements. For my grandfather, who passionately loved
his second wife (though not his first), whom he married when he was
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sixty-five (lying about his age and claiming to be only sixty), there was
no decline in his feeling for her until some thirty-four years later. When
he was ninety-nine and still running his second-hand bookstore, his by
then ailing eighty-year-old wife wanted to stop cooking and keeping
kosher and move to an old-age home. His unflagging admiration for
her womanly virtues was almost shattered. (No more apple strudel!)
Thirty-four years of idyllic love gave way to recriminations and accusa-
tions of bad faith. The crisis was only resolved by a marriage counselor.
My grandparents moved to the home, where they continued to keep
kosher with massive assistance from my grandmother’s daughters, and
my grandfather got a driver to take him to work every day. Most impor-
tant, their love was restored. My grandfather died a year later, and his
truly beloved quickly declined into senility.

THE LOSS OF HARMONY AND MUTUALITY

In the beginning, lovers create an illusion of perfect harmony. Part of
what they give each other is a surfeit of tenderness and nurturance, ex-
pressed either physically (through petting, stroking, or the administer-
ing of tea and chicken soup) or emotionally (through supportiveness,
spontaneous sympathy, understanding, and approval) or in both ways.
They convey to one another that each values the Other’s subjective
needs and desires, and in fact, considers them central to their shared
world—not inconvenient, irrelevant, or irritating. In harmonious inter-
action, the lover feels he has transcended any unilateral craving for pas-
sive gratification, that he and the beloved are naturally attuned to each
other’s feelings and wishes and need only respond to them spontane-
ously. And so lovers dwell on the rightness of their “fit,” sometimes
finding their physical relationship emblematic of their emotional unity,
as when, for example, she says to him: “I fit perfectly into the crook of
your arm,” and so on.

Paradoxically, these aspirations to unity are sometimes most threat-
ening when they come closest to being fulfilled. Exquisite mutuality
may prove too much of a good thing, for it carries with it the danger of
appearing stifling and intrusive to the beloved (or feeling invaded one-
self), and of reinvoking parental imagoes and the incestuous inhibitions
that accompany them. Such dangers can be deadly to love; however, it is
relatively rare when mutuality becomes so perfect as to be threatening.

More often, the lovers’ expectation of continuing mutuality and har-
mony are doomed to disappointment. The sense of perfect harmony be-
tween lovers often proves as illusory and fragile as that to which it
harkens back—the oceanic oneness of mother and infant, the natural in-
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terplay between the good mother (or father) and the young child. Such
aspirations are generally frustrated because of the inevitable limitations
of the beloved, or the contradictory nature of the lover’s implicit wishes
and demands, or simply the existential limitations to any human be-
ing’s power to completely fulfill another’s wishes. Consequently, over
time the lover loses hope that his desires will be gratified by the beloved
(while holding on to the belief that they can be, perhaps, by someone
else) and he becomes disenchanted with the beloved. Finally, the lovers’
hopes are clouded by their knowledge of the finiteness of all things—
love and life itself. Writing of Tolstoy’s Levin, the happy lover in Anna
Karenina, Troyat says, “In the early days of his marriage he thinks he has
gone beyond the reach of sorrow and fear. But love is a frail bulwark
against the spectre of death.” And Levin, a stand-in for Tolstoy, ulti-
mately looks to a religious resolution of his existential angst.

Sometimes, even in the idyllic phase, the fantasy of perfect mutual-
ity goes unrealized. In such cases, the initial passion can never blossom
into true love. H. G. Wells, in his autobiography, provides a marvelous
example. (Given his insistent need to engage in passionate encounters,
and his inability to sustain one, his memoirs are a treasure trove for il-
luminating the fatal flaws in love.) Speaking of his interlude with Dor-
othy Richardson, he reminisces:

She wanted me to explore her soul with wonder and delight. But a vein
of evasive ego-centered mysticism in her has always made her mentally
irritating to me; she had an adorable dimple in her smile; she was most
interestingly hairy on her body, with fine golden hairs, and then—she
would begin intoning the dull clever things that filled that shapely,
rather large, flaxen head of hers.

Not only was he unwilling to explore her soul, but he was also some-
what contemptuous of what he viewed as her pretentiousness. There
was a double failure, both of idealization and mutuality. Such a relation-
ship, with such different expectations and priorities on the part of the
two participants, could never soar. No mutual aims could be realized,
no real harmony achieved. And, as we already know from his re-
flections on his relationship with Rebecca West, however much he
might be carried away on the currents of passion, his abiding wish was
for someone to take care of him and minister to him, not the other way
around.

Even when mutuality and harmony appear well established in the
early intensity of a love affair, they cannot be sustained in their perfect
state. And I believe it is this failure which is the most serious enemy of
love—not, as is commonly believed to be the case, the taming and
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domestication of the passions that follow upon their institutionaliza-
tion. That is, routinization is less of a danger to ongoing love than the
failure of the lovers’ sense of reciprocity and mutuality.

Over time, even among the happiest of lovers, there are two almost
universal threats to complete and harmonious mutuality: the act of sex
and the birth of a child. While both sexual union and the birth of a child
can be profound symbols and enactments of mutuality (even merger),
paradoxically, they also present a powerful potential for disharmony.

Sex gives lovers the enormous gift of collapsing the tension between
body and soul that each feels. When love claims sexuality as a means to
merger, the body is made to serve the soul instead of tugging at it to re-
mind it of the bestial. If sex becomes the instrument by which one soul
touches another, the body is vindicated. Through it, the lover validates
not only his own body, but that of the beloved, which is but the material
expression of her soul. But potential discord continues to lurk within the
lover’s sexuality.

One of the problems that many lovers face is the fact that their sex-
ualities are not well matched. Consequently sexual encounters, which
psychologically ought to be the expression par excellence of perfect har-
mony—the physical union symbolizing the longed-for spiritual union—
turn out instead to be the occasion for the discovery of irreconcilable
differences, or at least differences that require rational mediation and
“work.” Among male homosexuals, one occasionally hears that a suc-
cessful union is undone by the fact of sexual preferences that don’t
mesh, for example, both partners preferring to be recipients in anal
intercourse. Among heterosexual couples, such differences may be less
dramatic, but are probably more widespread.

As more has been learned about female sexuality, it has become bet-
ter known that men and women may also have quite different sexual
preferences. Some women like oral sex, though their partners do not,
and vice versa. Men and women often have different sexual rhythms.
Men may not have enough staying power, or women may require too
much time, depending on how you look at it. Even when lovers are sin-
cerely dedicated to each other’s pleasure, and willing to stay their own
satisfaction in order to please their partner, these differences and sacri-
fices are affronts to the fantasy of complete affinity and perfect har-
mony. They contradict the sense of spontaneous mutual accord and are
the concrete evidence of divisions in taste and temperament. This is why
the very notion of having to “work” at sex is so unsettling to many lovers.

But the problem of sexuality is larger than any simple difference in
preference would suggest. There is a potential for pre-emptoriness and
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possessiveness in sexuality that may result in love-making which has
none of the feeling of gentle communion that mutuality requires. And
some individuals’ sexualities are infused with a commitment to aggres-
sion, or to perverse strains, that conflicts with the fantasied twinship of
soulful union.

Moreover, despite its transcendent function in love, sex is so clearly
of the body and the body is always problematic when we aspire to true
transcendence. In part, this is because of its connection to excrement.
For some of us the body is ludicrous if not downright disgusting, and
sex is contaminated by our negative feelings about the body. Sex, though
it yields so much pleasure, is not immune to the negativity the body in-
vokes. Freud, paraphrasing Napoleon’s dictum that geography is des-
tiny, postulated that anatomy is destiny. Although this phrase is generally
misunderstood (it is widely and erroneously believed to refer to female
“castration”), Freud was explicit in his meaning. The shame of sexuality
is that the sexual organs are intertwined with the organs of excretion.
The transcendence toward which sex strives is compromised by re-
minders of excretion. Swift has poignantly and humorously captured
this dilemma:

And yet, I dare confide in you;
So, take my Secret, and adieu.
No wonder how I lost my wits;
Oh! Caelia, Caelia, Caelia shits.

The problem of the body is larger still. Our animal, mortal nature is
an affront to our human spiritual nature, for in the end we all perish.
Ernest Becker, who sees fear of death as the central motivating force in
man’s life, writes in The Denial of Death: “Man is literally split in two: he
has an awareness of his own splendid uniqueness in that he sticks out
of nature with a towering majesty, and yet he goes back into the ground
a few feet in order blindly and dumbly to rot and disappear forever.”
Sex, even when it seems to liberate the self, may also remind us of our
irreparably animal nature.

The birth of a child can spell the end of harmony as decisively (and
paradoxically) as sex sometimes does. That a child should prove a
threat to the passion of a union is of course ironic, since a child is desired
as the very embodiment of the merger fantasy. Sometimes, particularly
in a first pregnancy, both partners do indeed revel in their common ven-
ture. But even then, the pregnancy generally belongs more to her than
to him. Moreover, shortly after the child’s birth, one of the parents
(more often the mother) usually falls in love with the child. The beloved
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no longer comes first, his needs no longer take priority. He may adore
the woman in her maternity, but she is now separate from him. Even
when the new father is able to transcend his feelings of exile and exclu-
sion, the new mother may inadvertently place another burden on him.
She expects him to love the child with the same intensity and singleness
of purpose that she does. To the degree that he is unable to do so, she
begins to regard him as selfish. To the degree that she insists his feelings
ought to mirror hers, he begins to find her narcissistically preoccupied
and controlling. The residues of an old Oedipal wound are reawakened
in this new triangular configuration. Jealousy and envy complicate his
feelings. The previous mutuality of desires and priorities recedes. And
once mutuality is disrupted in one or more areas, the dissonance may
spread to still others—often to the conjugal bed. It is very common for
the birth of a child to precipitate a period of disharmonious love-making
or even a more fundamental estrangement, as we know from the fre-
quent references to that fact in both life and literature.

In Grace Paley’s short story “A Woman, Young and Old,” a mother
imputes the cause of her husband’s defection to the birth of their chil-
dren. Her daughter remembers her mother’s insistence on blaming her:

My father, I have been told several hundred times, was a really stunning
Latin. Full of savoir-faire, joie de vivre, and so forth. They were deeply and
irrevocably in love till Joanna and I revoked everything for them.
Mother doesn’t want me to feel rejected, but she doesn’t want to feel re-
jected herself, so she says I was too noisy and cried every single night.
And then Joanna was the final blight and wanted titty all day and all
night.

In another of Paley’s stories, an abandoned wife recalls the exact mo-
ment when all her happiness was shattered:

It was like trying to move back into the dry mouth of a nightmare to re-
member that the last day I was happy was the middle of a week in March,
when I told my husband I was going to have Linda. Barbara was five
months old to the hour. The boys were three and four. I had to tell him.
It was the last day with anything happy about it.

She anticipated, correctly as it turned out, that the news would push her
husband out of her life.

Even when it presents no affront to mutuality, birth, like sex, may
still cast a shadow onto love. It, too, is of the body and therefore a re-
minder of death. Because birth is of the flesh, sorrow intermingles with
joy. Many parents are shocked to discover, in the midst of the joy they
feel in being new parents, that the baby in their arms gives them intima-
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tions of their own mortality, the baby reminding them that they are but
links in the great chain of being, the unending cycle of birth and death.
In our child’s beginning, we sometimes intuit our own end. The re-
minder of death dilutes the pure joy we might otherwise experience.

In any ongoing relationship, there are more than ample opportuni-
ties for failures of empathy. Inevitably, one or the other lover comes to
feel misunderstood (on however minimal a provocation). Something
happens which leads the lover to feel profoundly insulted; he takes um-
brage and sulks. The lover waits for the beloved to acknowledge his
wound, indignant that she does not intuit both his suffering and its
cause, too proud and hurt to complain. He tumbles even further into
despair; even at night lying on the bed beside his beloved there is no
surcease to his anguish. Frustrations, wounding slights, stinging off-
hand observations, broken hopes—all these prey on his sense of har-
mony. This deep hurt is compounded by the realization that his soul is
opaque to the Other; in the end, he fears, she will never know him.

Perhaps even worse is the hurt when the lover has been understood,
but not cherished, as in the case where the beloved intuits his feelings
quite accurately yet chooses to ignore them, whether because she is mo-
mentarily tired and drained or has come to experience the lover as per-
petually needy. Sometimes one lover fails the other out of his own
neurotic inhibitions, as, for example, when one man, terrified of illness
and death, “forgot” to meet his wife when she was scheduled for a
breast biopsy. His wife never truly forgave him and began to find more
and more evidence of his self-protectiveness and selfishness.

Betrayal may be purposeful, but most often it is inadvertent. Raising
children, for example, presents ample opportunities for such betrayals.
In Judith Rossner’s novel August, Lulu and Nathan’s marriage was in-
tertwined with his adopting her daughter Sascha. After Lulu and
Nathan were married, Lulu used to say “that Nathan had adopted Sascha
before marrying Sascha’s mother, and while this was a jest, it had been
clear Sascha was an important part of the package.” They were a three-
some. But much later when Lulu became pregnant and Sascha, in a
rage, asked to spend the summer with her real father, Nathan was dev-
astated. “He was staring at his adopted daughter in an agony of disbe-
lief. There were tears in his eyes. His lower lip was trembling.” He was
to find himself even more wounded because Lulu promptly replied to
Sascha “that this isn’t the time or place for our first conversation about
your father.” As soon as the words were out of her mouth, Lulu knew
what had transpired. “She didn’t have to look at Nathan to see the be-
trayal and reproach that would be in his eyes. After twelve years of hav-
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ing been folded away neatly in a box, the truth had sprung up out of the
box and punched them all in the nose.” And so, one of the consoling il-
lusions of the marriage was inadvertently shattered.

Some degree of mutual betrayal is almost inevitable in every love re-
lationship, inherent in the conflict between each lover’s simultaneous
need for mutuality and self-realization (self-assertion). In the early
stages of love, the conflict temporarily disappears because the process
of falling in love and establishing a new identity as a couple is compel-
ling enough to absorb the lovers entirely. The joint project, that of estab-
lishing the “we,” takes priority over all other projects, and, by definition
it serves both to establish mutuality and to facilitate each lover’s self-
realization as part of a couple. But once the “we” is established, a need
for new joint projects is born.

Mutuality is an exhausting and time-consuming labor of love. Inso-
far as the lovers’ separate commitments are demanding, the time each
lavishes on the other is at risk. It is hard to discover that point at which
separation, instead of making the heart grow fonder, backfires. But once
that point is reached, the lovers sense withdrawal and a vicious circle of
self-preoccupation and mistrust may be set in motion.

Then, too, as so often happens, the lovers’ outside interests may be
intrinsically at cross purposes. Very real contradictions between the
aims of mutuality and autonomy may surface. For example, a woman
may feel that her lover’s apparently single-minded professional ambi-
tions prevent his paying enough attention to her, while he may feel that
his ambitions are for both of them. He, in turn, may feel deprived if she
is absorbed by her work and does not give him the support he feels he
needs to accomplish his goals. (And, of course, the superficial conflicts
are often fueled by unconscious competition, jealousy, and envy. Thus,
neurotic predispositions serve to intensify the inevitable conflicts of
coupling, and sometimes convert mild problems into intractable ones.)
Success may divide lovers, and failure as well.

Insofar as the lovers’ separate aims or wishes must inevitably con-
flict, each couple needs to develop some automatic mechanisms to
work out differences. Otherwise, the mutuality of happy love will give
way to the irritations and hurts that arise from conflicting sentiments
and priorities. Consider for example, the deterioration in Ruth Bene-
dict’s marriage as she describes it in her diaries. The beginning of her
marriage appears to have been particularly ecstatic, coming as it did af-
ter a fractured childhood and before she found her life’s work in anthro-
pology. Benedict writes in her diary in 1914, after she had been married
about a year:
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I have so much, so much—life seems so incomparably rich these days.
I have been happy, happy this summer, as I did not think it was given to
be unless one were very young or very blind. We have had love and
companionship.

But her marriage, begun in high hopes, ended in disillusionment.
Scarcely six years later, she writes:

There is good in me, and Oh! there is great good in Stanley. And we’ve
both of us a decent measure of self-control. Why must we go on hurting
each other so cruelly?...he’s taken me one for all—the intimacy is proved,
established; all he asks is to keep an even tenor. And, knowing this, for
years I can keep away from subjects which disrupt the quiet—my own
ambitions.. . .But I’m made on the exactly antithetical scheme—it is my
necessary breath of life to understand and expression is the only justifi-
cation of life that I can feel without prodding. The greatest relief I know
is to have put something in words, no matter if it’s as stabbing as this is
to me; and even to have him say cruel things to me is better than an utter
silence about his viewpoint year in and year out. —And so it’s insolu-
ble—a wanton cruelty to him no less than to me. So we grow more and
more strangers to the other—united only by gusts of feeling that grow
to seem more and more emptiness in our lives, not part and parcel of
them; and by an intolerable pity for each other as human beings cruelly
tormented.

Love can be seriously damaged by mutual accusations of selfish-
ness. Each lover feels that he has sacrificed and that the sacrifice has
gone unappreciated. An accusation to that effect often elicits the retort
that the original gift or sacrifice was not made in love at all, but only for
concrete gain, as a means of manipulation, or with the explicit expecta-
tion of a quid pro quo. In the midst of these quickly escalating charges,
one lover may sense that the divergence between them may be nearing
the point of no return, when a final rupture is inevitable. The interim pe-
riod, when the point of no return is approached but not yet reached,
may be quite extended. But once one lover recognizes the danger, the
impulse is to escalate, to put the beloved to a final test of his love. Some
of the most dramatic conflagrations between lovers take place at this
juncture, and these have about them the high stakes and deadly de-
termination of Russian roulette. Instead of sacrifices, impetuous and
imperious demands are now made: “If you really loved me, you would
disinherit your daughter” or “cancel your trip” or “tell so and so to go
to hell.” The lover anxiously waits to see if he has indeed pushed the be-
loved past the point of no return or whether his will has prevailed and
the relationship has been preserved.

The rage triggered by the frustrations of disappointment may be
freely vented upon the beloved. It may coalesce with rage from an ear-
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lier developmental period, particularly the rage experienced toward a
frustrating parent—hence the lovers’ often accurate mutual accusa-
tions: “You’re treating me as though I’m your father (or mother).”

In an attempt to redress a perceived injustice, the lover may not be
content merely to vent his anger, but may avenge himself by beginning
a sexual affair, which simultaneously reconfirms autonomy and validates
his discontent with his partner. (“Now I realize she never really under-
stood me.”) This diverts attention from the real issues and trivializes the
love relationship. Or a lover may withhold sex as another expression of
power vis-à-vis the Other.

There is another kind of triangulation to which lovers may resort,
one informed not by erotics but by recourse to an external authority.
One or the other lover takes his complaints to a sympathetic friend or
listener, very often an older and trusted member of the extended family,
sometimes a marriage counselor. The purpose is to take the outside
judge’s pronouncement back into the dyad, sometimes merely to bol-
ster the lover’s own position, though sometimes, of course, the resort to
an external authority represents a genuine attempt to assess where the
responsibility for the “mess” actually lies. In the process of seeking
help, the unhappy lover relinquishes some of the couple’s sacred secrets
and the union is invariably compromised to some degree. Nonetheless,
such triangulation may prove beneficial, even necessary, from time to
time. But it surely changes the fundamental nature of the dyad’s bound-
ary with the external world; the “we” is no longer a closed entity, its
boundary is permeable. In the unhappiest situations, the nature of the
lovers’ relationship changes so radically that they cease to be an adult
“we”; they are no longer authentically seeking help, but have regressed
to the level of squabbling, competitive siblings in search of adult medi-
ation and intervention or validation.

If one lover is disaffected, disappointed but out of touch with his
feelings, he may simply withdraw, become apathetic, depressed or
bored. Some lovers are so frightened by the prospect of falling out of
love that they deny any negative feelings or thoughts. Under such cir-
cumstances they may manifest signs of physical revulsion towards the
beloved, and though apparently unconnected with any underlying feel-
ings of unhappiness, these should be taken seriously as possible warn-
ings that something is amiss. Or the discomfort may be displaced onto
someone safe. I have come to believe that the constant complaining and
mutual commiserating about household help among middle-class and
upper-middle-class women is often a coded communication (usually
unconscious) about a much more serious failure of support from their
husbands. These women feel neglected and resent the burden of carry-



Disillusionment 181

ing the lion’s share of responsibility for sustaining their marriages.
Fearing to confront their unhappiness, however, they have transferred
their complaints to a safe target, the “help,” in a way that is socially ac-
ceptable and even sanctioned. Still other lovers keep their own counsel,
suffer silently, but begin to look for other options, new lovers, new op-
portunities. They become self-interested and proffer just enough to the
relationship to “float” it until the moment comes when they can leave.

However, one of the most common responses to love’s disappoint-
ments is neither anger nor apathy, but an overwhelming anxiety which
takes the form of a fear of abandonment or rejection in the favor of an
imagined rival. Even without any change in the manifest relations be-
tween two lovers, one may intuit a diminution of emotional involvement
and be plunged into agonizing ruminations over what seems an inevita-
ble debacle, the certainty that he will be abandoned. Such obsessive rumi-
nations and their accompanying affects may mushroom to such a degree
that they begin to resemble an agitated depression of clinical propor-
tions. But despite his suffering, the lover most often makes a conscious—
and generally unsuccessful—effort to keep his feelings to himself, fear-
ing that should they be revealed, they would only serve to distance the
beloved even more. When a tormented lover gives way to his impulses
to reproach the beloved, his worse fears appear confirmed as she be-
comes defensive, and then his anger turns to self-reproach and guilt—
and yet another abortive attempt to shrug off despair and placate the
beloved.

Tolstoy writes movingly of the unraveling of the love between Anna
Karenina and Vronsky in which Anna feels a loss in intensity of Vron-
sky’s passion and Vronsky resents Anna’s inability to accept the limita-
tions of their situation. Anna is increasingly overwhelmed with despair
which she tries to control with morphine, meaningless flirtations, or or-
chestrated activities. But despite her best efforts, her self-confidence is
increasingly eaten away.

In her eyes the whole of him, with all his habits, ideas, desires, with all
his spiritual and physical temperament, was one thing—love for women,
and that love, she felt, ought to be entirely concentrated on her alone.
Yet that love was diminishing; consequently, as she reasoned, he must
have transferred part of his love to other women or to another woman—
and she was jealous... .

And being jealous of him, Anna was indignant against him and found
grounds for indignation in everything. For everything that was difficult
in her position she blamed him.

Naturally there are both psychological and situational factors that
predispose one or another lover to respond to love’s disappointments
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with renewed hope, stoicism, apathy, anger, or the fear of abandon-
ment. The fear of rejection and abandonment anxiety appear more com-
monly among women, both by virtue of social strictures and the
specifics of female developmental life (see Chapter 11). But they often
find extreme expression in those who have suffered from actual loss or
emotional distancing early in life, or in others who harbor so much con-
scious hostility that they fear retaliation in the form of abandonment.

Unhappily, many of the reactions to waning love merely serve to ac-
celerate the process acting to separate the lovers, each lover having lost
that sympathetic understanding which enabled him to enter into the
subjectivity of the Other.

�
Mutuality, like idealization, is often fragile but sometimes proves

surprisingly hardy. The harmonious accord between lovers can deepen
over time as lovers come to know one another. And sometimes, even
when disrupted, it can be reestablished. This, of course, is what couples
attempt to do on “second honeymoons” and stolen getaways; there
they hope to reconstitute the sacred boundary between the two-
personed dyad and the external world. Sometimes lovers are able to
maintain their closeness, intimacy, and mutuality throughout all the
stages of a committed relationship, but for many it can only be reconsti-
tuted after their children have grown and left home, and the triangle
can revert once again to the dyad. As with idealization, much depends
on the degree to which there is a concordance of conscious and uncon-
scious fantasies, needs, and values.

THE LOSS OF SEXUAL PASSION

Carnal love is an important feature of passionate love, but is only one
part, not to be mistaken for the whole. Nonetheless, its loss can present
a major impediment to the continuing intensity of passionate love.
Though it is extremely difficult to maintain the high pitch of purely lust-
ful passion in mutual love, the absence, or even the diminution, of sex-
ual passion is alarming and on occasion devastating to lovers. It is in
fact so hard to confront that sometimes they will ignore what might seem
obvious and become aware of it only when an inadvertent comparison
with others is forced upon them. In Sue Miller’s novel The Good Mother,
Anna and her husband Brian are visiting friends.

In bed that night, he and I lay far apart, our bodies curved away from
each other, two crescent moons, each in a separate universe. We could
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hear Louise and Mark making love, her greedy cries of “Yes! Yes!” thick-
ened and muted through the walls. I lay still, breathing evenly so Brian
would think I was asleep, and wondered when this had happened to us,
when we’d stopped noticing or valuing the separateness of the Other.

They were divorced within the year.
Passionate sex is vulnerable in love because previously defeated Oe-

dipal demons do not always remain vanquished. In realized love the
lover vests the affectionate and sexual in the same object, and achieves
sexual passion. Initially, of course, insofar as the object has some inces-
tual resonance, the sense of transgression (and re-finding) contributes
to the intensity of love, in both its emotional and sexual aspects. The
lover’s pursuit of the secret and the forbidden heighten the intense ex-
citement of sexual passion. However, in long-standing love, incestual
fixations are often revivified to a greater degree and the prohibitions
against them come to inhibit sexual passion.

Re-finding may be necessary in order for the chemistry to be right,
but too much similarity can create problems. Most of Freud’s writings
on love point to the rupture between sex and affection due to incestual
constraints. Why should these resurface in a long-standing relationship,
when they appear to have been overcome? This may happen when one
lover too forcefully reinvokes and comes to embody an old parental
imago for the other. The transformation of lover into parental imago
sometimes occurs after the couple has had a child. (Couples with chil-
dren often call each other “Mother, Father.”) But it happens at many
other junctures as well—when, for example, the beloved becomes so
maternal, so caretaking that she evokes too strong a connection to
mother and the reverberations of infantile life, or when there are phys-
ical changes in the beloved as a consequence of aging.

Aside from the incestual taboos that may inhibit sexuality and love
in cases where there is too much likeness between the new love object
and the old, there are other ways in which the past can hurt the present,
making the selection of the beloved problematic. Freud demonstrated
not only the continuity in the series of love objects, but also the fact that
specific unconscious memories and experiences pertaining to the earli-
est love objects have a decisive role in the adult lover’s experience of
love, shaping and sometimes limiting it. The course of love is influ-
enced by our personal histories and our childhood loves. As an exam-
ple, consider the child who was smothered by maternal solicitude; to
the degree that he experienced his mother’s caretaking as intrusive, he
may, even as an adult, experience closeness as invasive or persecutory.

As regards sexual inhibitions, they are evoked not only because
of incestual constraints; they can also arise as protection against the
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aggression mobilized in sex. Anger may be reinvoked, directed against
the beloved who is a stand-in for the earlier object. But aggression also
may be part and parcel of ongoing sexual excitement. In either case it
may be experienced as potentially threatening to the integrity of the re-
lationship.

The lover, fearful of both his own (or his beloved’s) secret sources of
aggression, holds back and becomes unable to forget himself in the act
of love-making. Once the superego is mobilized by love and conscience
to protect either the self or the beloved, inhibitions pre-empt passions.
Therefore, while tenderness plays a necessary role in love, it may also
destroy some of the roots of sexual passion. It is in this sense that love
(which aims at tenderness) may be fundamentally at odds with passion
(which aims at possession).

Most mental health professionals assume that sexual passion is
characteristic of the early stages of relations and gradually disappears,
generally for the reasons just suggested. Yet others have taken the posi-
tion that it can endure. For example, Kernberg states that “Sexual pas-
sion is a basic ingredient of what keeps couples together, as expression
of (as well as guarantee of) the active, creative functions of love.” For
him, the Oedipus complex is not ever resolved, but continues to con-
tribute to the excitement or passion of sex. However, as he goes on to
say, “sexual passion, a precondition for the couple’s stability is also a
potential source of threat to it, so that a most viable, creative love rela-
tion is by implication also more threatened than one characterized by a
relatively quiet harmony and feeling of security.”

THE RHYTHM OF LOVE

Some lovers are willing to sacrifice intensity for the quieter joys of affec-
tionate bonding; others manage to preserve intensity within a relation-
ship. But still others appear to require a constant level of excitation and
exhilaration, lived out through some external tumult. Among this latter
group, one sees people who “choose” adaptations particularly suited to
maintaining a high pitch of excitement. These include love addicts (those
who are continually falling in love but unable to stay in love), Don Juans
and Juanitas (lovers who separate sexual excitement from intimacy and
have a series of passionate sexual encounters) and those who choose
unattainable lovers (thus prolonging the uncertainty of courtship indef-
initely).

In the normal course of any love, passion will wax and wane. In suc-
cessful love, there are always resurgences of intense feeling, sometimes
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even exceeding the intensity originally experienced. Many lovers are fa-
miliar with this phenomenon and may tell one another they are having
a “love attack”—similar to storms of lust. Such resurgences account for
the capacity of even faded love affairs to rebound.

While mutuality, idealization, and passionate intensity are closely
related and are usually lost more or less in tandem, with the result being
emotional disengagement, they are by no means identical. One thing
that distinguishes them is the degree to which they are recoverable. It is
my impression that the sense of mutuality can often be restored after
periods when it has disappeared. Similarly, the flagging of intensity is
often a reversible phenomenon. Think how often failing passion can be
piqued by the threat of a potential rival or a looming separation. Loss of
idealization, however, poses a more serious, though still not necessarily
irreversible, blow to love. Insofar as the lover still feels some respect or
admiration for the beloved, even if he thinks he hates her, his love may be
revived. However, though love may survive betrayal and disappoint-
ment, it cannot be retrieved if the perception of the beloved is so altered
that she is now viewed as prosaic, inferior, or bad. In that sense, sus-
tained idealization may be more of a prerequisite to love than either the
sense of mutuality or passionate intensity.

As suggested earlier, idealization and affinity are not wholly imagi-
nary or “projected.” Because they are based on what are often authentic
appraisals and perceptions, above all on some sort of emotional “fit,”
they have more potential durability than love’s critics suppose. It is for
this very reason that lovers rightly dread the chance appearance of a
sweetheart from the beloved’s past: they know how little it may take to
kindle the dying embers of an old love into renewed flames of passion.
Even after a traumatic rupture or long separation, lovers may feel a
“spark” when they meet again.

I have known more than a few women in their mid-sixties who, de-
spite the statistical odds and the conventional (and accurate) wisdom
about the “double standard of aging,” found true passion with lovers
who had first felt a spark for them some decades before under circum-
stances where the love could not be fully realized. (Interestingly enough,
attraction and idealization based on the memory of a younger incarna-
tion seem to have enough imaginative power to override the typical
desexualized response to the older woman.)

When a relationship is in abeyance, the problems that plague it may
be forgotten, while the memory of the lost exaltation becomes the focus
for romantic reverie. Nostalgia stokes the fantasy—one more instance
of the ongoing pull of lost objects. For example, it is not unusual for di-
vorced people, alone and feeling bereft even though they may have ini-
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tiated the separation, to find their thoughts and fantasies returning
obsessively to their discarded spouses. Some lovers may then discover
that reconciliation is possible. No one is surprised to hear of couples
who divorce, experiment elsewhere, and come together again. (Eliza-
beth Taylor and Richard Burton impressed this pattern upon almost ev-
eryone’s consciousness.) Sometimes this works out and sometimes it
does not. A new self-knowledge on the part of one or both—and a new
acceptance of each other—may not only enable the old spark to flame
again but may keep it going for the duration. If the grievance between
the lovers was fundamental, the reconciliation is of course doomed, and
the lover will sooner or later arrive at the sorry conclusion that it was
the reunion, not the separation, which was all a mistake. One man ex-
pressed relief that his estranged wife had called and driven him crazy
in conversation. He had been fantasizing about her, but when she called,
“I remembered how infuriating she is, how she doesn’t make any sense
when she talks.” And so he was able to reconfirm the wisdom of his de-
cision to separate.

The classic account of rediscovery, rekindled hope, and rapid disil-
lusionment can be found in Katherine Mansfield’s short story “A Dill
Pickle.” Two former lovers accidentally meet, after a six-year hiatus, in
a tea shop. At his invitation she sits down with him and their conversa-
tion turns to his adventures during the intervening years; she is some-
what evasive about her recent past. As they reminisce their memories
take them back to their joint past and they gaze at each other soulfully.
“In the past when they had looked at each other like that they had felt
such a boundless understanding between them that their souls had, as
it were, put their arms around each other and dropped into the same
sea, content to be drowned, like mournful lovers.” Despite her memo-
ries of his cheapness and insensitivity, both of which had bothered her
greatly, she enters into his upbeat romanticized recall of their days to-
gether, is won over by his apparent sensitivity and begins to think she
had thrown her happiness away in throwing him over. Suddenly his
mood shifts, and he rather crudely interjects some deflating observa-
tion, unintentionally breaking the magic spell. She, forcibly reminded of
all her previous well-founded reservations about him, excuses herself
and leaves. He, completely puzzled, asks for the check. Thunderstruck
though he may be, he is not so distracted as to forget to ask the waitress
not to charge for the cream; after all, he reasons, it had not been touched.

Despite the parting of the ways that occurs at the end of the Mans-
field story, one of its implicit themes is that attraction is not as random
as we tend to think. The idealization of the Other upon which attraction
is based, so apparently fragile and unreal, is sturdy enough that it can



Disillusionment 187

often be at least momentarily revived, even between lovers who have
long since parted for reasons they have neither forgotten nor dismissed.
This is so because idealization is often based on accurate perceptions of
characteristics we truly value. Moreover, idealization can modulate,
deepen, and mature. Consequently, idealization has more durability
and capacity for revival than is generally supposed. This is one of the
qualities that, under advantageous conditions, allows love to wane and
wax, rather than simply disappear.

With the revival of admiration and of idealization, hopes for reci-
procity and mutuality may also revive, and sometimes lovers are en-
abled to retrieve the old intensity. But there are also a very fortunate few
for whom the predominance of harmonious wishes over conflictual
ones has resulted in the preservation of idealization and mutuality, and
they won’t ever have lost that intensity in the first place. Their numbers
may be small, but they do testify to the potential viability of the im-
pulses that inform love.
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C H A P T E R  9

Triangles

Stories of triangles exert almost as much imaginative power over
us as do tales of two lovers. Some of us have pondered over Rose
Kennedy’s reaction (or apparent lack of one) in the face of the long-
standing affair between her husband, Joseph Kennedy, and Gloria
Swanson; have either felt or been appalled by the furor when Ingrid
Bergman left her husband for Roberto Rossellini; have been deeply
affected by the disclosure of Franklin Roosevelt’s unfaithfulness to
Eleanor; or have tended to obsess over one or another triangle of which
we chance to hear. We may be fascinated, horrified, even threatened, as
we relate such episodes—regarded from the viewpoint of any one of the
participants—to our personal situation and imaginatively play out the
possible future scenarios in our own lives.

We have an immense curiosity about triangles. And why not? Given
our developmental history, this should not be at all surprising. Trian-
gles are intimately connected with the dyads of our early lives, and are
imbued with profound desires and fears. Our first triangular (Oedipal)
involvement marks our separation from too much infantile dependency
on mother, our entry into the world as independent contenders. The
love dialogues of development take us from the blissful mother-child
dyad of infancy through the triangular Oedipal complex, which is reac-
tivated in adolescence and resolved only when the individual achieves
the glory of first love and the restoration of the psychological centrality
of the original dyad. In fact, the play between dyads and triangles,
whether enriching or depleting, realized or fantasized, is life-long.

Although romantic love is generally described as a “religion of two,”
love pairs can be infected by triangles, and may even be wholly contam-
inated by them. Or, more positively, triangles may sometimes facilitate
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love: some dyads first crystallize in the context of a triangle. Others, es-
pecially older, more established dyad may be re-energized by a triangle.
And, as we know, many of the most celebrated lovers were adulterous:
Tristan and Iseult, Lancelot and Guinevere, Paolo and Francesca. More-
over, some triangles are not mere way stations into or out of love, nor
are they invoked as a means of protecting against intimacy or reviving
intensity, but they are themselves the main event; the lover is fixated on
triangles and can only achieve some of the gratification of love within a
triangular configuration.

ENVY AND DESIRE

Walking alone, seeing the world go by in pairs, one can abruptly feel be-
reft, lonely, and disconsolate; one feels envy and more, as though one
suffered from some unnamed deficiency. “Why not me? Am I the only
one alone?” One senses that one’s full potential and pleasure can be re-
alized only in love. If one is a partner in a perfunctory couple whose
union never blossomed into love or whose love has long since faded,
one may feel more than envy; one may feel hopelessness or a bitter rage
at having life’s possibilities perhaps permanently thwarted.

Envy runs deep in the psyche, but it is the twin of desire. Perceiving
or imagining that two other people are together sexually or romanti-
cally incites us to find a love of our own. Reading or watching a love
story we are imaginatively engaged: we want that story, or one like it,
to happen to us. So it was with Francesca and Paolo, the brother of her
husband. Descending into the second circle of hell, Dante inquires of
Francesca how she came to fall in love with Paolo, and she replies,

On a day for dalliance we read the rhyme
of Lancelot, how love had mastered him.
We were alone with innocence and dim time.

Pause after pause that high old story drew
our eyes together while we blushed and paled;
but it was one soft passage overthrew

our caution and our hearts. For when we read
how her fond smile was kissed by such a lover,
he who is one with me alive and dead

breathed on my lips the tremor of his kiss.
That book, and he who wrote it, was a pander.
That day we read no further.

The story of Lancelot evoked the imaginative possibility of love for one
another in Francesca and Paolo’s hearts.
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For the fortunate, desire is awakened in response to the characteris-
tics of the Other, and a dyad comes into existence without any direct ref-
erence to a third person. But for many, as for Paolo and Francesca, desire
is mediated through the perception of oneself in relationship to a cou-
ple. In other words, we desire what another like us has, or what a couple
appears to share. But envy and emulation may take another form—lit-
erally to want what another has rather than to simply crave something
similar. Then our desire erupts as the impulse to cut through an envied
couple, and to replace one of the protagonists. At such times it almost
appears as though desire were created (or intensified) by the very fact
that someone is already spoken for, desired by someone else. The aim
may be to capture the beloved, but there also appears to be a competi-
tive element at work. In such cases, we may say love’s purpose is dual:
erotic longing for possession of the beloved is coupled with the wish for
competitive defeat of the rival.

Many professional women have noticed that when they marry they
seem to become sexually and romantically more appealing to their male
colleagues than they had been when they were single. Part of the reason
for this may be that some men feel protected by built-in limitations to
the full flowering of a potential relationship. But just as important, the
husband-rival is always in the background, and through him the desir-
ability of the beloved becomes established. Though women may appear
more alluring in this light, sometimes they may be little more than
prizes to establish the challenger male’s priority in a “phallic, narcissis-
tic” competition.

Moreover, in such a situation any rebuff directed toward the would-
be lover can be rationalized away. In Anna Karenina, there is a passage
depicting Vronsky, at the stage when he is still lovesick over Anna and
not yet successful in his pursuit of her, apologizing rather disingenu-
ously to a friend for how ridiculous he must seem in his passion for
Anna: “He was very well aware that he ran no risk of being ridiculous
in the eyes of Betsy or of any other fashionable people. He was very well
aware that in their eyes the position of an unsuccessful love of a girl, or
of any woman free to marry, might be ridiculous. But the position of a
man pursuing a married woman, and, regardless of everything, staking
his life on drawing her into adultery, has something fine and grand
about it, and can never be ridiculous.”

The strength of the impulse to desire what is someone else’s and its
competitive implications are revealed in a common adolescent male ta-
boo. Although young males may share sexual exploits they usually re-
spect one another’s territorial rights and do not have sex with each
other’s girlfriends. Those who defy the taboo are known in some circles
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as “buddyfuckers.” There are always boys (and men) who specialize in
“buddyfucking.” In fact, some men appear to be fixated at this level; for
them, such competitive behavior continues as a major mode through-
out adulthood. As the phrase itself reveals, the real object of “buddy-
fucking” may be the buddy, not the woman, the goal in such cases being
competitive destruction of a rival male. Those men who respect the ta-
boo have replaced competition with a shared identification; they have
accepted the laws of rightful possession. For many of this latter group,
however, the sense of loyalty to their male friends transcends their loy-
alty to their own wives. Although horrified at the thought of sleeping
with a good friend’s wife, they may feel quite comfortable with the idea
of sleeping with their own wife’s best friend. Their moral code is fun-
damentally tied to male solidarity (a code I believe to be a machismo
resolution of fears engendered in the childhood Oedipal rivalry with
father).

Alma Mahler, who was married to or had romantic liaisons with any
number of famous men, including Gustav Mahler, Walter Gropius, Franz
Werfel, Oskar Kokoschka and Max Burckhardt, may have been the ben-
eficiary of male sexual rivalry. Either she was a great femme fatale, or
the passion she inspired in each of her lovers was mediated by the im-
ages of her previous lovers, which were reflected in her and thereby de-
fined her worth as an object of desire (or perhaps both propositions are
true). One is reminded of the husband of a woman who had been By-
ron’s mistress, who hung a portrait of Byron in his drawing room. The
husband thus elevated himself through his indirect, triangular associa-
tion with Byron.

Some lovers can fall in love only with someone already involved with
another. For them, envy seems to be a prerequisite for desire; the trian-
gular configuration is required for the inception of romantic longings.
Among some groups of single women, the taste for married men seems
to have reached almost epidemic proportions—that is, if all the magazine
articles dealing with this “problem” are any clue to its actual occurrence.
This proclivity is sometimes misunderstood as simply the self-defeating
wish for someone unattainable or inappropriate, and is lumped to-
gether with such misguided desires as a penchant for alcoholics, fail-
ures, or men who fundamentally dislike or fear women. But this over-
neat formulation overlooks the specific and very real preoccupation
with triangles as such.

Of course, the lover may be drawn to the beloved by virtue of her
own qualities, without any reference to triangles, but the longing for her
may be intensified by knowledge of a rival. The rival may not even exist
in the present; he may simply be fearfully anticipated in the future, or
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vividly imagined from details gleaned about the beloved’s past. In
Fitzgerald’s Tender Is the Night, Dick Diver, burdened by his marriage, is
romantically drawn to the young actress Rosemary. By chance, one of
her suitors confides in Dick that she is not so innocent or physically cold
as he might think. In fact, she and a young man once locked themselves
in a train compartment and drew the blinds in order to engage in some
furtive love-making, but they were interrupted by the conductor. Hear-
ing of this incident causes a profound reaction in Dick Diver:

With every detail imagined, with even envy for the pair’s community of
misfortune in the vestibule, Dick felt a change taking place within him.
Only the image of a third person, even a vanished one, entering into his
relation with Rosemary was needed to throw him off his balance and
send through him waves of pain, misery, desire, desperation. The viv-
idly pictured hand on Rosemary’s cheek, the quicker breath, the white
excitement of the event viewed from outside, the inviolable secret
warmth within.

From the moment he learns of Rosemary’s aborted tryst, Dick’s subse-
quent romantic reveries about her begin with the conversation he imag-
ines in that distant train compartment:

“Do you mind if I pull down the curtain?”
 “Please do. It’s too light in here.”

Even in realized love, lovers may have attacks of jealousy, minutely
scrutinizing the past for evidence that an earlier love was grander,
fresher, or deeper. Questions multiply: “Do you love me more than
you’ve ever loved anyone else?,” “Do you still think of her?” and so on.
What is puzzling, if we fail to take account of the stimulating effect of
triangles, is that the wrong answer, the answer that fails to reassure us,
may intensify our love, longing, and particularly our sexual arousal.
The threat of triangulation is a jog to passion, whether it is past, present,
or merely in the conjectural future. One must also accept that behind
one’s doubts of the beloved’s reliability lurks one’s own penchant for
wandering. Frequently enough, the impetus to jealousy is not any observ-
able threat on the part of the beloved, but a subliminal self-knowledge.
Put simply, jealousy is sometimes merely the response to the projection
of our own prurient feelings onto the beloved.

The link between desire and envy becomes especially clear in the
long-standing Western preoccupation with adultery. According to Tony
Tanner, Western literature begins with a tale of adultery, and “it is the
unstable triangularity of adultery, rather than the static symmetry of
marriage, that is the generative form of Western literature as we know it.”
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In the Iliad, Homer’s epic narration of the Trojan War, the conflict is
precipitated by Paris’ abduction of Helen, wife of Menelaus. The preoc-
cupation with adultery clearly continues throughout the period of chiv-
alry; but though adulterous, the prototypical romantic love songs of the
medieval troubadours were chaste. As Leslie Fiedler pointed out, the
convention that marriage heralded the death of love obscured the fact
that the beloved in tales of courtly love was always married, indeed
must be married, though to someone other than the lover. These highly
stylized romances almost literally reduplicated the Oedipal constella-
tion of the knight’s childhood: mother-father-son. The beloved was
surely idealized, but she was surrounded by the equivalent of an incest
taboo. Although the knight might long for the lady, he also respected
his commitment to his Lord, generally the husband of his beloved; and
consequently the knight kept his love in the realm of the ideal, thus pre-
serving the allegiance due his symbolic “father.”

Only later did the breaking of the adulterous taboo become one of the
major themes of Western literature. According to Denis de Rougement:
“To judge by literature, adultery would seem to be one of the most remark-
able of occupations in both Europe and America.” Alberoni goes even fur-
ther when he states that, “For hundreds and hundreds of years, falling in
love was presented as a rupture of the conjugal couple: adultery.”

Adultery has remained a prominent theme in Western literature to
the present day. De Rougement takes the adulterous relationship be-
tween Tristan and Iseult as the paradigmatic love story. Tanner traces
adultery as a major theme in Shakespeare’s last plays and in Restoration
drama. And many of the great nineteenth-century novels touch on it.
Among these, one thinks immediately of Madame Bovary and Anna
Karenina. In these novels the theme of adultery dramatizes issues of au-
thority and transgression not only in individual psychology, but in the
social order as well. When the adulterous impulse is enacted it violates
the rules of possession both in the private and public spheres, most of-
ten with unfortunate results.

Nonetheless, in life as in literature, some of the most passionate love
affairs occur when one of the lovers is married. The intense feeling in
adulterous love appears to draw some of its energy from the dual trans-
gression of both social and psychological taboos. Adultery, then, is not
always an incidental byproduct of love; for some it is the precondition.

TRIANGLES AND THE OEDIPUS COMPLEX

The profound pulls of the triangle exert constant pressure throughout
the cycle of love. Lovers who come together originally through a desire
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unmediated by the presence of a third party, and who wish only to es-
tablish a glorious dyad, may still be vulnerable to the process of trian-
gulation.

Triangles are often invoked defensively to protect against the haz-
ards of dyads. Either lover may be tempted to introduce a third person
to escape the intensity of love, to fend off the threat of self-obliteration
implicit in a desire to surrender to the beloved. Other individuals, too
frightened to risk full-out one-on-one dyadic love, restrict their roman-
tic liaisons to a regular series of cameo appearances in triangles.

Triangulation may be used to punish a disappointing or errant lover,
or to even out the score. A husband may believe he has forgiven his wife
after she confesses a prior affair, only to feel himself drawn into a love
affair of his own shortly thereafter. Triangulation may also be used to
re-establish a sense of gender adequacy when one’s femininity or mas-
culinity has been damaged by a competitive defeat, either erotic or non-
erotic. For example, a man who has received a shattering blow at work
may be more than usually vulnerable to the ministrations of his adoring
secretary. Alternately, triangulation may be used to alter not one’s own
self-image, but one’s image in a lover’s eyes, with one lover hoping to
pique the other’s interest and coax fading love back to full intensity
through the agency of jealousy. Triangulation may even be used as a
self-punishment. A lover who is radiantly happy in love may experi-
ence guilt at his great good fortune, and he too may embark on a trian-
gular liaison—as a means of destroying this happiness he does not think
he deserves. (Embarking on a triangle is often felt to be a crime, and be-
cause of the anguish it brings, a punishment as well.)

Our culture is so saturated with Freud that when anyone alludes to
triangles, our thoughts immediately go to the most basic of all triangles,
the Oedipus complex. Because erotic and sexual longing first come to-
gether in the early Oedipal period, we can appreciate why desire may be
readily elicited by triangles, and why the secondary triangle of wife-
husband-lover is easily viewed as a derivative of the primary triangle of
mother-father-child. But, love in the face of any taboo, whether of class,
religion, race, or incest, is, at least in part, a reworking of the original Oe-
dipal taboo. Indeed, all love bears some relationship to the Oedipal.

However, it will not do simply to declare that triangles are basically
Oedipal in nature and leave it at that. We must distinguish two primary
kinds of triangles: “rivalrous” triangles and “split-object” triangles. The
distinction is important because each type is wrapped around a funda-
mentally different psychological core. In the rivalrous triangle, the pro-
tagonist is competing for the love of the beloved. In the split-object
triangle, the protagonist has split his attention between two objects.
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Any individual may find himself or herself in one or the other triangle
at different points in life, and may even be in both kinds of triangles si-
multaneously, as I will elaborate later.

These two types depict the different perspectives inherent in any tri-
angle, and their different psychological substance. Each of the protago-
nists in a triangle will obviously have different hopes, anxieties, and
preoccupations. Though they inhabit the same objective triangle, their
subjective triangles (the meaning of the triangle in their psychological
lives) will be different. While all these meanings can be related to the
Oedipal complex, they represent different variants of it.

Consider, for example, one of the simplest triangles, a married cou-
ple and the lover of one of the spouses. Let’s say that an unmarried
woman is in love with the husband. From the perspective of the other
woman (and of the wife, if she knows of the triangle), the tension in the
triangle revolves around a rivalry. This is a straightforward “rivalrous
triangle,” a reincarnation of the Oedipal triangle of early life, and the
major emotions accompanying it are jealousy, and, sometimes, anger.
(It should be noted that this configuration may sometimes bring not
just pain but also increased intensity.) Participation in a rivalrous trian-
gle is sometimes a transient phenomenon in the lover’s life, but some
lovers may be fixated on such participation.

From the husband’s point of view, however, the triangle has an alto-
gether different make-up. For him, the triangle is a split-object triangle
and it is not a duplicate of the Oedipal triangle of early life. The main
tension he experiences is the division in his emotional life between two
women; the principal emotion most often guilt. The split-object triangle
may have multiple purposes, perhaps one of the most frequent being to
serve as an escape from intimacy. Sometimes triangulation is a late de-
rivative of the child’s propensity to play his parents off against each
other; from this perspective, the split-object triangle is a power maneu-
ver. And sometimes it is nothing more than the product of the lover’s
dissatisfaction with the reality of his lot and his insatiable quest for
ever-elusive perfection.

But the husband’s triangle may turn out to be what is best described
as a “reverse triangle,” a specific subcategory of the split-object triangle.
The reverse triangle is a split-object triangle that has a particular motive
behind it. It is invoked as an attempt to undo the humiliation of once
having engaged in (and lost) a rivalrous struggle (whether Oedipal or
more recent). In other words, though the form of the split-object triangle
and the reverse triangle are the same, the reverse triangle always has a
very specific unconscious meaning. Whereas the split-object triangle is
invoked as the solution or pseudo-solution to all kinds of current prob-
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lems and conflicts, the reverse triangle bespeaks a lingering resentment
at having been an Oedipal “loser” in the past, and is an attempt to re-
dress that injustice. The reverse triangle actually reverses the configura-
tion of the Oedipal triangle: One is no longer in competition with a rival
but is the object of a rivalry. The underlying dynamic motivation of the
protagonist would determine which term—”split-object” or “reverse”—
might best apply. In the case of a lover whose erotic career reveals a pre-
ponderance of split-object triangles, one must suspect that he had some
underlying resentment at “losing” the Oedipal struggle and was prone
to enacting scenarios of reversal and revenge.

The vagaries of love play on the constant movement from dyad to
triangle and back. Some individuals by virtue of their individual psy-
chology or psychopathology have more propensity to seek out forbid-
den triangles or to feel any established dyad as incestual. Still others are
prone to experience the constraints of dyadic love and seek escape in
triangles. Some are only comfortable in the illusory power position of
the reverse triangle. Then, too, some people transfer (or project) their
Oedipal fixations onto others, creating triangles with two members of
another family. This is a special form of a reverse triangle and might
well be regarded as a “displaced incestuous” triangle. Each of the major
kinds of triangles generally has certain specific features attached to it.
But, as we shall see, a lover may move out of a rivalrous triangle and
into a split-object triangle and vice versa.

RIVALROUS TRIANGLES

In the early stages of romantic liaisons, when the loved one is either
married to or significantly involved with someone else, the lover’s ob-
sessive preoccupation is nonetheless the same as that of other lovers,
consisting primarily of thoughts about the beloved. But in such rival-
rous triangles (as these are by definition), an obsessive preoccupation
with the rival may gradually come to compete with the erotic longing
for the loved one. Both erotic longing and competition play a pivotal
role in this erotic configuration, and the lover’s relationship with his ri-
val has its own significance.

In the beginning of adulterous relations, the claims made on the be-
loved may be modest: “You may make love with him. I understand you
have to. But please, do anything except this very special thing (what-
ever it may be) that we do together. That is ours.” Even so, reveries of
love may come to be replaced by jealous fantasies in which the beloved
is pictured with the rival. As time passes the lover becomes consumed
with jealousy, visualizing the beloved in the rival’s embrace, and he
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comes to resent the rival. The lover’s obsession gradually shifts from
the beloved to a preoccupation with his rival: what the rival has, over
and against what the lover can claim for himself, becomes the focus.
That the beloved loves him (or claims to) is not enough, for the rival can
claim endless time, holidays, material possessions and social priority.

The lover’s obsessiveness may also take the form of invidious com-
parisons between himself (herself) and the rival. The female lover fears
she is not as pretty as the wife. The male lover doubts his ability to look
after the beloved as well as her husband does. The lover has a dread of
being compared with the rival. The lover may become consumed with
self-depreciation and envy of the rival. The lover’s unremitting suffer-
ing and self-doubt, his jealousy and envy, are sometimes so exaggerated
as to suggest that he is masochistic. Indeed, simply to reach for what is
someone else’s may elicit the fear of retaliation, with ensuing guilt and
self-punishing rumination.

If the betrayed spouse knows of the existence of the triangle, he or
she, too, experiences jealousy and envy. It is common to wish the dis-
loyal spouse dead rather than contemplate losing her (him) to the hated
rival. Generally, however, the rival becomes the repository for all hatred,
so that the feelings toward the beloved can be preserved. The mutual
jealousy and hatred of both lover and spouse can survive even the death
of the beloved. For example, a betrayed wife may forbid the appearance
of her husband’s mistress at his funeral. Such, for example, was one of
the unhappy events in her past life that Maggie confides to Quentin in
Arthur Miller’s After the Fall. Her liaison with a judge was terminated by
his death, and the family closed her out of the mourning process.

And such vengeful feelings can be carried to extreme lengths. One
beautiful young woman’s rivalry with the other woman outlived her
erotic longing for the lover. One week she groomed herself with un-
usual attention in order to look particularly stunning in anticipation of
going to a professional convention, where she was anticipating seeing
her former lover. A year before, while passionately in love with him, she
had discovered an infidelity, and after a heated confrontation, they had
split—he to embark on a live-in relationship with the other woman. Ever
since, she had harbored a fantasy of revenge. She no longer wanted him
back, but she wanted him to do to the other woman what had been done
to her. The other woman, not her former lover and betrayer, had become
the object of her hatred. She went to the convention and engineered her
triumph. She slept with her former lover in his hotel room and man-
aged to pick up the phone when his girlfriend called. The new girlfriend
acted on cue; she broke off her relationship with her lover. The result the
young woman had fantasized about for so long—the end of the de-
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tested bond between her old lover and her rival—was achieved. But she
claimed to have no further ambitions in the affair, not wishing to re-
sume a love affair or even a sexual relationship with her former lover,
and having no conscious wish to hurt him. Her passionate commitment
to competitive revenge had outlived her love. However, it must be ac-
knowledged that she did, in fact, damage her former lover. Though this
was not her conscious intent, such a desire may well have played a role
in her unconscious motivation.

What generally happens in rivalrous triangles when the lover
emerges victorious? If the lover has successfully plucked the beloved
from another dyad, he may feel all the expansiveness and exhilaration
of an Oedipal victory, and often enough he lives happily ever after. Such
victory may be easier to enjoy when the love has not been evoked by the
triangle per se, that is, when the triangular complication is merely inci-
dental to the lover’s motivation. But on occasion, “Oedipal victory”
may precipitate self-defeating or even self-destructive behavior. This is
most often the case when the lover has a penchant for triangles, thus in-
dicating some fixation on an Oedipal conflict. In some individuals, such
an unconscious fixation coupled with a tendency toward masochism
leads them to construe love as triangular even when it cannot objec-
tively be designated as such. The following quite typical vignette illus-
trates the link between love invariably construed as triangular, and
masochistic suffering and self-degradation.

A woman, drunk and almost incoherent, called her beloved with
whom she had quarreled, falsely accusing him of being with another
woman. Fearing she had taken an overdose, he hurried to her apart-
ment. When he arrived, she was still drunk, but her speech was less
slurred than it had been on the phone. Now, instead of being confused
and incoherent, she became aggressively erotic, pleading with him to
make love, begging him to do anything he wanted to her. She was in-
gratiating to the point of self-humiliation, resorting to crude language
and gestures, wheedling and abject, but she was also coercive, toeing
a thin line between utter self-degradation and emotional blackmail
(“I cannot live without you!”).

Similar episodes punctuated their lives together. Always in the back-
ground was her sense of being threatened by other women—his former
wives or his previous girlfriends. She was obsessed with comparisons.
Was his previous girlfriend prettier, better in bed? She invented trian-
gles where none existed, demeaned herself as she compared herself to
past or imaginary rivals, demanded all and promised all, yet pushed her
lover away by the nakedness of her hatred toward her “rivals” and the
depths of her need and her underlying rage at him. In the end, having
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succeeded in destroying the relationship, she felt abandoned, rejected in
favor of his old ties, and was completely unaware that it was she who
had undermined the relationship.

In relatively “stable” triangular relationships, the lover appears to
love the beloved without ambivalence, and his resentment and hatred
are restricted to the rival. Nevertheless, such a balance is tenuous. What
follows is a classic story of adultery triumphant, but embedded within
it is a cautionary tale of sorts. This story is not apocryphal; it has been
enacted with variations by any number of different players, and you
may find it very familiar in its basic components.

An aspiring female business executive had a long-term relationship
with her married boss. They travelled the world together, while his wife
was apparently oblivious to their affair. He was loath to get a divorce be-
fore his second son went off to college, and the mistress grudgingly ac-
cepted her lover’s decision to continue a split life. He was sincere,
however, and when his youngest child went off to college (some five
years after the inception of the affair), he left his wife and immediately
married the executive. She seemed extremely happy, at least for the mo-
ment, especially when they had a child. But she was a proud woman, and
a troubled one, and she never truly forgave him for the humiliation she
had suffered as the Other Woman. Her underlying resentment and rage
surfaced abruptly and took the form of berating him and finding fault.
Her anger, which had previously been focused on her rival, was now di-
rected at him. Her ultimate revenge took the form of starting a new affair
with a man for whom she eventually left her former boss. (Her revenge
for feeling humiliated in a rivalrous triangle was ultimately to punish her
husband by putting him in the same situation. In other words, she moved
from a rivalrous triangle to a split-object triangle.) And despite herself she
almost relished the idea of separating her husband from his new child, re-
membering how he had put his consideration for his other children ahead
of any sympathy he might have felt for her plight as the other woman.

The boss—and abandoned husband—found himself somewhat
dispirited; it is unclear what path his amatory career would have taken
eventually, for he died within a few years. His former wife, whose ha-
tred had been aimed not at her ex-husband, whom she saw as having
been ensnared by an unscrupulous woman, but at the executive, ap-
peared almost radiant at the funeral. She was reborn as the widow, and
thereafter regarded herself as such, no doubt convinced that her ex-
husband (with whom she had established a cordial relationship) would
have returned to her had he lived.

Derivatives of Oedipal rivalry can be observed even without any
overt erotic rivalry. In the case of stepfamily rivalries, the intensity of the
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resentment between stepmother and stepdaughter (or stepfather and
stepson) may be so intense and corrosive as to alienate the affections of
the husband (or the wife) or to destroy the lover’s own feelings. I be-
lieve this form of Oedipal rivalry is so common and disruptive that it is
a major source of conflict in second marriages (a conflict often played
out in terms of the allocation of financial resources). In stepfamilies, we
can see the overt expression of tendencies more often kept covert in
“natural” families. In general, individuals who experienced intense Oe-
dipal struggles with their parents are apt to duplicate these struggles
with their stepchildren (or their own children). Not just Oedipal rivalry,
but pre-Oedipal envy is commonly expressed in Oedipal terms. One
woman I know ultimately divorced her husband because of her convic-
tion that he favored his son (her stepson) over her. The quarrel was cen-
tered on the allocation of money and time, not eroticism.

Now as I have already suggested, many individuals will find them-
selves in rivalrous triangles at some time in their lives, either by virtue
of their longing for someone committed elsewhere, or by virtue of being
the hapless spouse or lover whose partner, while still manifestly com-
mitted to them, embarks on alternative love affairs. But for most people
these rivalrous entanglements, painful as they are, are no more than
nodal points—though sometimes crucial ones—in their erotic histories.
Even where triangular involvements are the enactment of unresolved
Oedipal conflicts, they may be worked through in their very enactment,
or, alternatively, experienced as so cruelly painful that they are hence-
forth assiduously avoided.

In contrast, there are those whose entire erotic careers, or at least
long parts of them, are lived out in the context of triangles. Such was the
case with Ivan Turgenev. Paramount in his personal life, triangles also
found their way into his fiction, where they appear as a major theme—
a parallel eloquently demonstrated by the scholar Leonard Schapiro. In
1843, when he was twenty-five and not yet an acclaimed writer, Tur-
genev met Pauline Viardot, twenty-two, already famous, married, and
making her operatic debut in Russia. Despite all that was to happen be-
tween them subsequently, he “loved her deeply and all absorbingly for
forty years, literally until his death.” In the beginning, all was well. He
fell in love with her at first sight, and she responded; they loved one an-
other for some seven years. But then she broke away, and effected a rec-
onciliation with her husband. Apparently Turgenev and Viardot never
resumed their relationship at the same level of intensity, but except for
two years (1857 to 1859), he was always in touch with her. In 1863, he
took up residence in Baden-Baden to be near her, her husband, and their
children, and from then on the Viardot household was his main emo-
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tional preoccupation. Viardot is thought to have been the dominant force
in their relationship; she seemed to possess the will to command that
he so admired (apparently first in the person of his father), but that he
failed to embody in his own personality. Turgenev remarked that he
had never been able to “weave himself a nest,” but had always perched
on the edge of strange nests.

In Spring Torrents, Sanin (the Turgenev figure) betrays his betrothed
Gemma for the femme fatale Maria Nikolaevna. Here is how Turgenev
describes Maria: she was “cast in the image of a young female creature
who simply radiated that destructive, tormenting, quietly inflamma-
tory temptation with which Slav natures alone . . . know how to drive
us poor men, us sinful, weak men, out of our minds.” But Sanin’s down-
fall is not merely the outcome of his submissive nature; Maria is mar-
ried. Ultimately, she humiliates and eventually banishes him, but his
triangular preoccupation is not exhausted. Years later, alone, depressed,
and depleted, he finds Gemma’s garnet cross and begins to reminisce
about the pure love they had once shared. He sets out to find her, finds
that she has married and gone to America, and at story’s end sets sail,
no doubt to install himself as friend and family intimate, like Turgenev
himself, to perch on the edge of someone else’s nest.

Rivalrous triangles may provide some secondary gains. They may
afford the lover a safeguard against forbidden impulses. If based on
some derivative of an incestuous desire, for example, they may also
serve to ward off that same impulse by directing it to an object who is
largely unavailable. Then, too, triangles may protect the lover from his
fears of falling in love, particularly from a fear of engulfment. They al-
low the lover to yield enough to fall in love but they simultaneously
guard against the loss of the self, because complete union with (or com-
mitment to) the beloved is averted by circumstances.

One middle-aged man, judged by his professional peers as a force to
be reckoned with, nonetheless felt quite differently about himself. He
experienced his public persona merely as a protection against long-
standing, deep feelings of an altogether different nature. As a child,
though doted on by his mother, he had been intimidated by a rigidly
authoritarian and dominating father—typically Teutonic, as the son
described him. Next to him, the boy had felt helpless, inferior, and un-
manned, feelings that were intensified by growing up Jewish in a viru-
lently anti-Semitic community. He remembers with amusement, how,
as a boy, he felt elevated when by chance he had a casual conversation
at the box office with one of the local aristocrats. He married, quite con-
ventionally and lovelessly. As his success in the world increased he ven-
tured more and more away from home, though his sexual affairs were
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essentially casual. His position, and the fact that he was often traveling,
assured him some ease of access to women.

Almost by accident, he stumbled into an affair that evolved into the
great love of his life. Quite apart from the fact that she was a woman who
thought about and judged the world much as he, he found her both ex-
otic and imperious. On first meeting her, he told her he found her fasci-
nating; instead of thanking him, she accepted this homage as her due.
His interest was piqued, all the more when she said that she could not
see him: he was already married, and she was looking for a younger man
to marry and with whom to have children. Nonetheless, she deigned to
be courted, and he promised a good many things he may or may not
have meant, the promises interspersed with flowers and gifts and trips.
Their affair provided him with what he needed, and he probably would
have remained satisfied in a split-object triangle, gradually losing inter-
est in his new found love, except that she asserted the priority of power.
What tipped the balance was her precipitous marriage to someone else,
which came as a shock to him. Only then did his love reach the boiling
level, and he suddenly felt life would not be worth living without her.
After much Sturm und Drang, she essentially took her lover into the
marriage with her (for reasons I will return to, in the discussion of the
split-object triangle). Over time, he separated from his wife, but could
never move out of the sphere of influence of his beloved, where he re-
mains to this day, having renounced his lifelong propensity for split-ob-
ject triangles in favor of participation in a rivalrous one, paradoxically
achieving the first intense and enduring love affair of his life.

Perhaps such metamorphoses as his cannot be fully understood, for
they draw on too many complexities of character. In part, though, I be-
lieve the shift in his manifest adaptation to the world was facilitated by
his very success; only then, fortified by a strong sense of self, could he
acknowledge his deepest longing toward passivity and his fatal attrac-
tion for someone of strong will. Yet at the same time, the triangular con-
figuration he finally adopted, afforded him some protection against
total submission and gratified and checked the fundamental passivity
that was so much a part of his hidden nature.

“SPLIT-OBJECT” TRIANGLES

A married woman or man who takes a lover may only be indulging in
a dalliance, in which case he or she may view it as irrelevant to the mar-
riage. But when an adulterous affair becomes a passion rather than a
diversion, a split-object triangle develops with a split in valuation be-
tween the spouse and the lover, the marriage and the affair. The spouse,
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if not actually loathed, comes to be seen as (at the very least) limited.
The marriage, if not bad, is experienced as stultifying. The lover comes
to equate the unsatisfactory spouse with an impoverished marriage,
and the new beloved with a rich affair. This split in the lover’s evalua-
tion is commonly simplified to a “good” situation, on the one hand, and
a “bad” one, on the other. Even so, the lover is often consumed by guilt
for what he experiences as a betrayal of his obligations.

One should not, however, be too quick to assume one has under-
stood the underlying motivation in any given split-object triangle. The
impulse for a spouse to fall in love with someone other than the mar-
riage partner may be eminently sensible. Some marriages are dead and
others are dreadful. But sometimes the impulse to run away from home,
so to speak, reflects an inability on the part of the spouse to stay in love
or to sustain ambivalence within the context of a loving relationship
(in psychoanalytic parlance to coalesce good and bad object represen-
tations). Some lovers are simply incapable of risking a one-on-one com-
mitment. In formally committed relationships such as marriage, they
experience a threat to their autonomy, or they feel consumed with anger.

When love flowers in the adulterous situation, there are typically
exaggerations of what normally occurs in falling in love. The lover’s
obsession with the beloved must now extend also to an obsession with
the logistics of the affair. The lover is simultaneously rearranging time
and concocting new explanations of his absence from his spouse—
delays, longer working hours, unavailability. The attempt to conceal an
affair from one’s spouse takes on gargantuan—and sometimes ludi-
crous—proportions. The wife worries lest her husband notice her dia-
phragm is not in its usual place; the husband takes so many showers in
order to obliterate any telltale odors that he appears overfastidous; the
wife wonders if her husband notices that she wears her best lingerie on
Wednesdays. But the lover must also plot to stay in touch with the be-
loved. Secret telephone calls must be carefully planned. Can the lover
allow the beloved to call at home, when, and with what pretext?

To some extent, the lover’s obsession with arrangements becomes
the substitutive expression of his love; it serves as a release from the mo-
notony of life away from the beloved because it appears to serve the
purpose of love, the realization of being together. (To some extent, it
may also become the source of discontent. So much arranging, when
not sufficiently appreciated by the beloved, can itself become just an-
other duty or obligation.) Vacations spent apart from the beloved are
perhaps the most trying time. Not only are they not relaxing, they are
anguished. The separation is hard to bear, and communication may be
almost impossible to maintain. Whatever the difficulties, however,
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many lovers will spend a considerable amount of the vacation time try-
ing to place a furtive call to the beloved. The lover broods about the re-
percussions of leaving the beloved alone and fears he will lose her.

The lover often feels the anguish of needing to make a choice. He
may be torn between the guilt he feels toward his wife and children,
and the guilt he feels for failing to cement his tie to his beloved. He is
consumed with longing for her. Fluctuations in feeling (the uncertainty
of whether he is really in love) and doubts about whether the beloved
really loves him are intense, especially when they are separated. The
lover reproaches himself, worrying for his children and his wife. Some-
times he will still desire his wife, and sometimes he will resent his chil-
dren. They stand between him and his new love. Perhaps, if he is
introspective, he may also intuit that earlier they might have come be-
tween him and their mother, causing the first breach in his marriage. He
wants to spare the children and yet he wishes them out of the way. He
also worries about the beloved, fearing that he may be harming her by
using up her best years.

Thus far, the lover appears to be in a triangle where the problematic
dynamic is a split love-object. However, his concerns can shift abruptly,
and he can find himself obsessing about whether or not his beloved is
abandoning hope and considering an affair with someone else. The
guilty, despairing lover may now be transformed into the jealous lover,
the triangle converted into a rivalrous one.

Just as the protagonist in a rivalrous triangle may invoke anger to
counteract unbearable jealousy and anxiety, so too, in a split-object tri-
angle he or she may try to evoke anger from the betrayed spouse in or-
der to feel legitimately angry in return, and thereby surmount his
sometimes overwhelming sense of guilt. One betrayed husband de-
clared that had he, rather than his wife, been having an affair, he would
have been unusually nice to her, contrary to the mean way in which she
was treating him. But he failed to understand the dynamics of guilt.
(His wife always held that it was his psychological naivete that was at the
heart of their marital failure.)

One man, embarked on a passionate affair, stopped sleeping with
his wife. Curiously enough, she never suspected any infidelity but
thought he was depressed. He began to find fault with her and she re-
taliated in kind. Their marriage deteriorated into little more than a con-
tinual barrage of bickering. Feeling misused, she demanded more and
more material things. By this time, the husband felt quite justified in his
affair—he was, after all, married to a shrew. He divorced his wife, mar-
ried his mistress, and sincerely blamed his wife for the demise of the
marriage. According to his interpretation of past events, had she been
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goodhearted and patient, he feels quite certain that he would never
have made a final break. As is often said, short memories preserve good
consciences.

In general it is hard to predict what any particular adulterous lover
will do, stay in his marriage or leave. Even if he loves his mistress, the
strength of his attachment to his wife may preclude his leaving her.
Then, too, in some triangles the real love affair exists between the mar-
ried couple. Their love may be submerged in routine, disguised for the
time being as mere attachment, but when threatened it can be reawak-
ened. In the movie The Women, based on the play by Clare Boothe Luce,
the mother of the betrayed wife, Mary (Norma Shearer), explains to her
daughter that her husband still loves her and is not in fact tired of her,
but tired of himself and therefore in need of seeing himself reflected in
another woman’s eyes. Women, as she explains, when they feel tired of
themselves, buy new clothes or change their hair and thus renew them-
selves, but men don’t have enough imagination to do that, so they look
for another mirror in which to view themselves, rather than changing
the image in the mirror.

Frequently enough, the mistress hopes against hope that her lover
will eventually free himself, while the wife consoles herself with the be-
lief that her husband will eventually tire of his mistress. It would ap-
pear that one or the other must ultimately be proved correct. But the
split-object triangle may not come to any resolution whatsoever, lasting
a very long time, sometimes even until the death of one of the partici-
pants (as was the case, for example, with Victor Hugo, Adèle Hugo, and
Juliette Drouet). In such long-term situations, it is likely that the split tri-
angle is important to the lover in and of itself, and in fact, serves the
psychological function of a reverse triangle and protects him against the
vulnerability of any potential abandonment or humiliation.

And sometimes, to the absolute horror of mistress and wife, the
lover breaks with both only to take up with still another woman, whom
he eventually marries. One man, apparently exasperated by his wife’s
utter lack of interest in his work, began a long romantic liaison with his
assistant. He experienced the resulting split in his life as increasingly
debilitating and managed to bring it to resolution by arranging (uncon-
sciously) for his wife to come upon an incontrovertible piece of evi-
dence pointing to his long-standing infidelity. Unable to deny the
situation any longer, she asked him to leave and he did. But strangely
enough, he did not move in with his assistant perhaps, he now thinks
looking back, because he did not want to merge his personal and pro-
fessional life with one person. Or perhaps he was already too angry at
his lover-assistant for the relentless pressure she had brought to bear on
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him to leave his wife, or perhaps her increasing eminence posed a com-
petitive threat. Perhaps, in part, he felt used by her to further her own
career. Whatever the fundamental reason, within the year he was ut-
terly enraptured with still another woman whom he met on a business
trip and whom he subsequently married.

It is not only men who engage in split-object triangles. Asked, prior
to its publication, to read a paper on the subject of “The Professional
Woman” by a colleague, I noted her comment that all her professional
women patients had had at least one significant extramarital affair. I ad-
vised her against publishing the paper, because it could cause consider-
able trouble in her patients’ lives should they or their husbands ever
read it (not to mention the legal ramifications that might ensue). And so
it happened that a very interesting paper was never published. None-
theless, despite her figures and my own clinical experience, I believe
there is more propensity to form reverse triangles among men, not be-
cause women are either more timid or moral, but for developmental
reasons that I will discuss in Chapter 11.

Some people engage in what I would consider to be imaginative
split-triangles. They lead conventional monogamous lives, but hold to
the belief (sometimes articulated, sometimes not) that they are still
deeply in love with someone with whom they once shared a great love.
One elderly gentleman, in a marriage most of his friends regard as ex-
emplary, will occasionally confide that he loved someone else early in
his marriage, but that, because he was an honorable man, he stayed the
course and gave up his one true love. Of course, he regards his wife as
a most remarkable woman, but as for his true feelings—those, he as-
sures his listener, are on a different plane. One sometimes senses a two-
fold purpose in such confidences. Often, the feelings articulated are
deeply authentic ones and serve the same goals (at a safer level) as en-
acted split-triangles. But sometimes they are the most tentative feelers
to explore new imaginative possibilities depending, of course, on the re-
sponse of the confidante.

There is one important variant of the split-object triangle that brings
many individuals (more often men than women) into therapy. In these
triangles, the spouse is gradually but invariably transformed from the
beloved into an ogre. The wife is not manifestly regarded with guilt; she
is hated and feared. She is viewed as hostile and potentially threaten-
ing, yet also as the embodiment of stability (ambivalently perceived as
providing safety through constraints). She serves the role of the jailer,
the woman assigned to protect the husband from himself. In contrast,
the beloved is perceived as the paragon of freedom and spontaneity,
though perhaps not sturdy or mature enough to be relied upon. Freud



208 D R E A M S  O F  L O V E  A N D  F A T E F U L  E N C O U N T E R S

spoke of the “Madonna-whore” complex, in which a man might love
his wife and yet, in order to spare her his sordid sexual urges, transfer
his sexual longings to the “whore.” The triangles I am describing here
are quite different. The spouse is not metamorphosized into an asexual
Madonna; on the contrary, she is viewed as an overcontrolling, intense,
all-powerful mother figure. She comes to be experienced as menacing,
and is resented because of her right to place demands and strictures on
her husband. To the degree that he is dependent on her, he will resent
her all the more.

However, the protagonist in these triangles may gradually become
aware that history repeats itself and he will find this alarming. He dis-
covers that as soon as he achieves freedom from his tyrannical wife and
commits himself to his mistress, she too becomes transformed into a lo-
cus of duty and hostility, and he will have duplicated his marriage. Then
he is once more drawn to another younger, simpler, and apparently less
demanding woman. To his dismay—if he has any self-awareness—it
may gradually dawn on him that the succession of women he has loved
have not undergone malevolent transformation of their personalities as
a consequence of marriage, but rather that they were transformed by his
withdrawal and hostility or, even worse, that they were not transformed
at all except in his imagination. (However, excessive self-awareness is
seldom a problem that afflicts us.) Alternatively (on the theme of his-
tory repeating itself) the mistress may fear that her adulterous lover,
having betrayed his wife, will betray her in turn. Françoise Gilot, con-
templating two of her predecessors, observed that neither the demand-
ingness of the one nor the compliance of the other spared them Picasso’s
disenchantment, and so she was more prepared for the inevitable trans-
formation of his perception of her too.

Sometimes there appears to be an underlying psychological need for
a lover to de-idealize and ultimately betray his beloved. But most of us
are loath to come to such a conclusion. We prefer to rationalize the
causes of those rejections we initiate as well as those we stand witness
to and (in the role of newly beloved) benefit from, in superficial terms:
“I had to leave him before his dullness destroyed me,” or “He couldn’t
stand her because she had become a prattling bourgeois housewife,”
and so forth. Yet, whether we acknowledge it or not, some people are
psychologically geared to betray those who love them. Usually, such a
person has felt betrayed himself (whether actually or in mere fantasy,
recently or early in life), identifies with the aggressor, and is prepared
to disrupt the lives of successive lovers in order to seek reparation for
past wrongs. (The original betrayal that later converts the person into a
betrayer is most often a legacy of childhood.)
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Such was the case with the young woman, previously alluded to,
who took her distinguished older lover into her marriage. As a child,
she had been morbidly ashamed of her ungainly mother and inordi-
nately proud of her charming virtuoso father. But her relationship with
him was marred by her perception that he preferred her older and less
gifted sister. Nonetheless she looked for validation and for succor from
a series of nurturant men. Her first serious love affair proved disap-
pointing, and she sought something more intense in an affair with the
married man for whom she worked. That adulterous affair awakened
her to the profound joys of truly passionate love, though it failed to be-
come a permanent relationship. Her latent anger against her father (he
had dared prefer her sister!) now found expression in the disappointed
and angry feelings aroused by her lover’s failure to marry her and
caused her to be on guard with all men. How she solved this problem—
her need for male nurturance conflicting with her basic distrust of
men—was to enter into a series of split-object (reverse) triangles. Con-
sequently, it seemed natural to her to continue her affair with the older
caretaking lover even after she married—and she did indeed seem to
thrive on the emotional largesse of two devoted men. Though it might
appear that she, as the dominant force in the split-object triangle, was in
the power position, it is clear that she (like others in similar situations)
suffered from a fundamental weakness, the inability to risk all and to
love full out.

While the suffering lover in a rivalrous triangle may envy the appar-
ent invulnerability of the lover in a split-object triangle, the latter has
plenty of woes of his own, some of them profoundly debilitating. The
guilt generated in the split-object triangle is itself corrosive and antago-
nistic to the goodness the lover feels (and aspires to) in happy love.
Complications abound and the fragmented lover may come to feel de-
pleted, no longer longing for love but for solitude—and at such a point
the lover may abandon both relationships and enact one or another of
the standard fantasies of escape to splendid isolation (retreat to a ro-
mantic cabin or some contemporary equivalent of the French Foreign
Legion). Such was the fate of Isaac Bashevis Singer’s protagonist in his
novel Enemies, A Love Story. This man, a survivor of the holocaust, mar-
ries the Christian woman who at great risk to herself had saved him,
then acquires a mistress, and is suddenly brought up short by the ap-
pearance of his first wife whom he had believed dead. His life, split up
into too many pieces, left him little option but to disappear. For some of
us, life is an endless journey as we shuttle back and forth between the
solitary state and dyads, dyads and triangles, triangles and the solitary
state, never finding our preferred place of rest.
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“DISPLACED-INCESTUOUS” TRIANGLES

Displaced-incestuous triangles do not involve love (or sex) between
members of the same family; rather, two family members share the same
lover (either simultaneously or sequentially). Woody Allen’s movie Han-
nah and Her Sisters was a virtual celebration of interlocking triangles and
emotions. In the film, the two key triangles involve Hannah (Mia Far-
row), who is portrayed as happy, mature, and envied by her two sisters.
Hannah’s husband (Michael Caine) lusts after her beautiful and sexy sis-
ter Lee (Barbara Hershey), who succumbs to his advances. (In the end, it
turns out that he really loved Hannah all along and he stays with her.)
Meanwhile, Hannah fixes up her previous husband (Woody Allen) with
her coked-up discombobulated sister Holly (Dianne Wiest), with disas-
trous results. This misadventure is later redeemed when Holly and the
ex-husband accidentally meet again, fall in love, and decide to marry. Es-
sentially, then, each of Hannah’s sisters sleeps with one of her husbands.
(And there are still other triangles in this film. One involves the request
by Hannah and her apparently infertile first husband that their good
friend donate sperm so that she might get pregnant.)

The strength of the film resided in its portrayal of the rich emotional
mix that informs real life: the sisters are competitive and erotic rivals
but they are also affectionate, helpful, and compassionate toward one
another. By passing on a discarded husband to her sister, Hannah is
denying sibling rivalry (and Oedipal competition, from which sibling
rivalry in part derives). Sometimes, such an act may conceal—and co-
vertly reveal—a homosexual urge, which can be symbolically mediated
through a shared man.

But what of the triangles from the point of view of Hannah’s hus-
bands? What is the impulse that leads some individuals to involve
themselves emotionally and erotically with more than one member of
the same family? Looking back, one might be less surprised that Woody
Allen ended up with Mia Farrow’s daughter Soon Yi. (Personal disclo-
sure: Mia and her family were my next-door neighbors; the movie Han-
nah and Her Sisters was perhaps the imaginative precursor to what
transpired in reality—though with a daughter, and not with a sister.) 

In a general way, such desires reflect a taste or tendency for com-
plexity, density, and damage.

Such complexities may be necessary to pique the emotional life.
More particularly, the urge is often a variant of split-object triangles, in
which the lover displaces unresolved incestuous fixations onto the ob-
jects of his affection.



Triangles 211

When displaced-incestuous triangles form a large part of an indi-
vidual’s erotic preoccupation, they derive from Oedipal fixations and
longings which may present themselves in other ways as well. Clini-
cally one often observes a predilection for the exotic and forbidden (as
an alternating form of displacement of Oedipal desire) along with the
displaced-incestuous preoccupation. This was the case with a woman
I know, a proper Anglo-Saxon Protestant, who was never attracted to
men of her own background, but drawn only to Asian men. (Her father
had been stationed in the Far East during World War II when she was a
child and apparently Asian men represented both a protection against
her fantasies about him and a symbolic stand-in for him.) The single
exception to her predilection for Asian men was one instance in which
she was simultaneously attracted to two Caucasian brothers.

Part of the appeal of the movie The Graduate may have to do with the
fact that it was one of the first films to deal with the fairly common male
fantasy of being involved with a mother and her daughter almost si-
multaneously (an intense reverse triangle of the first order—the man is
not competing with his father for his mother; rather a mother and
daughter are competing for him.) The incestual preoccupation has been
externalized and the protagonist “plays” with it at some remove. Some-
times mothers and daughters have love affairs with the same man, just
as father and son may love the same woman. I have known two men
who married the daughters of former mistresses—or put the other way
around, two daughters who married their mothers’ former lovers. In
Judith Krantz’s novel Mistral’s Daughter, Maggy, who is the model-
mistress and inspiration for some of the painter Julian Mistral’s best
work, loses him to another woman. But later, her own daughter, Teddy,
has a love affair with Mistral (for Teddy a thinly disguised case of re-
finding and a rivalrous Oedipal triangle) and has a child by him.

THE EROTIC APPEAL OF THE RIVAL AND 
THE ATTRACTION TO COUPLES

There is occasionally a shocking piece of self-discovery for participants
in triangular love relationships: a deep sexual attraction to their rivals.
This may be manifested only in apparently inexplicable dream fragments
or flash fantasies. The negative Oedipal complex and a homosexual long-
ing for the rival often come into play in the context of love triangles.

A masterful account of the complexities of triangular love can be
found in Milan Kundera’s The Unbearable Lightness of Being. In that novel,
Tereza reads her lover Tomas’s mail and discovers his ongoing infideli-
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ties with Sabina. She then has a nightmare in which the three of them
are in a room together. In it, Tomas orders her to watch him make love
to Sabina on a raised platform bed. She awakens and tells Tomas of her
nightmare. The next day, Tomas goes to his desk and finds a passage in
one of Sabina’s letters to him which states, “I want to make love to you
in my studio. It will be like a stage surrounded by people,” and he real-
izes that Tereza has read his mail. He forgives Tereza for this, but she is
unable and unwilling to forgive him for his ongoing transgressions,
though she is equally unable to give him up. She remains tormented by
his infidelities. Later, she incorporates the image of the raised bed and
Sabina into her love-making with Tomas. “As time passed, the image
lost some of its original cruelty and began to excite Tereza. She would
whisper the details to him while they made love.” Still later, Tereza and
Sabina have an encounter with distinctly sexual overtones in Sabina’s
studio. It excites them both, though both ultimately draw back from it.
More interesting still, Tereza ultimately models her professional iden-
tity on what she has learned from Sabina.

While the knowledge of betrayal by one’s lover causes pain, it may
also generate considerable sexual excitement. This fact, as well as the oc-
casional manifestation of a deeply buried sexual longing for one’s rival,
point to the contamination of a love affair by unresolved Oedipal mate-
rial. In particular, homosexual longing for one’s rival suggests the ongo-
ing influence of a highly developed negative Oedipus complex along
with the positive one. (This is a manifestation of bisexuality, a universal
propensity.) In this case, the lover is simultaneously attracted to and jeal-
ous of both partners in the couple, just as he once was toward his parents.

Some lovers do manage affectionate relationships with their rivals,
and treasure ongoing relationships with them. While some wives use
the occasion of the spouse’s death to exact revenge on a rival, others ini-
tiate closer ties with the mistress. Together, they share their memories of
their lost love.

There are also those who attach themselves amorously or half-
amorously—sometimes even asexually—to both partners in a couple.
This appears to have been the case with David Diamond’s intense
friendships both with Carson McCullers and her husband, Reeves
McCullers. Diamond, a composer, was drawn to both of them from
their first meeting, and his diary entries are explicit about his dual in-
clinations: “Now I have met this love—this lovable child-woman—
whose loneliness hit me the moment I entered Muriel Rukeyser ’s
apartment.. . .I met her husband, whom I know I love.. . .” “What has
happened to me since meeting Carson and now Reeves, her husband.
Carson, whose magnetism and strange sickly beauty stifles me, gnaws
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at me, and I know it is that I love these two human beings. It is a great
love I feel. It will nourish me or destroy me.” At first the McCullers
drew him into their coupledom. But their marriage was disintegrating;
and Diamond, drawn into the maelstrom, yearned for a passionate at-
tachment first with one, then with the other, and did live for a time with
Reeves. Carson, who previously had championed the legitimacy of ho-
mosexual relationships, was nonetheless devastated by this turn of
events and her felt exclusion. Her biographer Carr believes that Carson’s
triangular relationship with Reeves and Diamond figured heavily in her
fascination with the “we of me” which was to become the central motif
in her novel The Member of the Wedding. The triangle that haunted her fic-
tional character Frankie haunted the author in reality. According to Carr,
Carson found an exclusive permanent relationship between these two
men distasteful; she goes on to say: “A we of me relationship was good
only as long as it suited Carson—and included her—but it was devastat-
ing if it left her out.” Ten years later, after Carson and Reeves were back
together, Diamond saw them again, but with trepidation and hesitation:
“...I feel they may still be able to force me to accept their helplessness and
loneliness as a part of my own.” Diamond did not, however, become
hopelessly stuck in his role as an adjunct to a couple. He eventually
found “a meaningful and lasting liaison” one-on-one.

Sometimes it is altogether unclear whom the lover regards as the ob-
ject of desire and whom the rival. One encounters men (and some
women) whose preferential masturbation fantasy is the image of a cou-
ple making love. In this fantasy the protagonist is present merely as a
voyeur. Now, clearly, the same manifest fantasy does not always have
the same meaning for everyone, but in some cases this fantasy repre-
sents a fixation on the parental couple, in which it is the very exclusion
from the parental bedroom and the fantasized primal scene that has it-
self been eroticized.

�
No love dyad is immune from triadic components. Most often, these

can be incorporated into the dyadic relationship and need not be corro-
sive. Particularly when they take form only as fleeting fantasies, such
triangles may sometimes even be enriching to love.

To the degree that triangular preoccupations are actualized in extra-
marital love affairs (or merely sexual ones for that matter), they are of-
ten destructive, containing, as they do, inherent fault lines and dangers.
The intrinsic problems of such triangles derive from their instability,
their hidden agendas, their connection to power considerations, and the
inevitable frustrations and insecurities they engender in each of the
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three principals. This is not to say that a couple that cleaves to form a
triangle may not ultimately reestablish a dyad and survive as a couple,
but their love may be fractured. The lovers’ sense of mutual priority and
trust will have been violated in such a fundamental way that it may not
be entirely retrievable.

Yet there are instances when triangles prove adaptive, or when adul-
terous love may be life-sustaining. Then, too, the original dyad may be
dissolved and replaced by a new one.

But while for some people, triangles are merely temporary arrange-
ments in response to circumstances or dissatisfactions, yet for others they
are the primary focus. To the extent that an individual is fixated on trian-
gular relationships (for example, when a woman only falls in love with
married men), that individual has entered the realm of self-defeating be-
havior and the pleasures of love will be eroded.
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C H A P T E R  1 0

Transference Love 
and Romantic Love

Studies of love are just now beginning to appear in greater num-
ber in the psychoanalytic literature, stimulated in part by the growing
theoretical interest in transference.* Although Freud originally de-
scribed the erotic transference—the patient’s falling in love with the
therapist—as an impediment to therapy, something to be assiduously
avoided and something that might even disrupt a therapy, he came to
recognize it as a paradigm for transference in general and, ultimately, as
closely akin to falling in love in “real” life.

Gradually, in the years since then, the psychoanalytic view of trans-
ference has enlarged. Far from being viewed as an impediment, the de-
velopment of a transference and its analysis are now viewed as the very
heart of the psychoanalytic process. Transference analysis has to some
degree replaced dream analysis as the “royal road to the unconscious.”
In fact, the patient’s capacity to form a transference relationship to the
analyst seems to be a key factor in facilitating change.

Interest in the erotic transference may seem a very circuitous route
by which to come to inquire about love. But because the subjective ex-
perience of transference love has so many similarities with romantic

*I have published a more technical paper on the subject of transference love
elsewhere. See “The Erotic Transference in Women and in Men: Differences and
Consequences,” Journal of the American Academy of Psychoanalysis 13:2 (1985):
159–80.
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love, analysts have come to make the assumption that, psychologically,
the two phenomena are close kin if not identical. Transference love and
romantic love do possess many features in common: not only the sub-
jective feelings they evoke but their obvious deep connection with the
subject’s (patient’s or lover’s) innermost desires, feelings, and imagina-
tive powers and their capacity to act as powerful agents of change. Like
transference, love can create both the desire and the vehicle for funda-
mental change. In analyzing the strange phenomenon of the erotic
transference, one that the earliest analysts stumbled upon, we are given
a privileged viewpoint from which to explore something of the psycho-
logical make-up of love. Transference love becomes a window into the
phenomenon of love from an apparently neutral perspective. It may be
that many analysts, myself included, have felt more secure in talking
about the erotic transference than about love, the transference being, as
it were, an observable phenomenon, something we can examine first-
hand, though remaining relatively uninvolved.

Transference love reveals a gender difference and consequently it
sheds some light on the gender variations in romantic love: differences
both in the circumstances that serve to promote love in men and women
and in the kinds of predominant existential problems to which men and
women are vulnerable. Just as important, the comparison between falling
in love in therapy and in “real life” identifies some of those factors that
facilitate the experience of falling in love.

�
Transference is the general term that designates certain feelings a

patient develops for his analyst in the course of therapy, the erotic trans-
ference being but one form of transference (albeit a crucial one). Now
what distinguishes transference feelings from those other emotions en-
gendered in direct response to the person (and character) of the analyst,
is, as Freud pointed out, that they are re-editions of feelings the patient
once had toward the most important persons in his early life. Many cli-
nicians use the term transference in the strict sense, only as it applies to
the treatment situation. And indeed, the discovery of transference had
immense implications for the technique of analysis. But analysts and so-
cial scientists have been well aware that the concept of transference is
also useful in understanding a number of disparate phenomena that
take place outside the treatment situation, among them the propensity
of so many people to attach themselves to leaders and causes, as well as
to loved ones. Social scientists interested in finding the psychological
roots of the predisposition to slavishness have discovered a veritable
Rosetta Stone in the concept of transference.
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Freud utilized the concept of transference in order to understand
among other things the roots of religion. According to Freud, the emo-
tional content of transference—toward a parent figure or toward God—
is the child’s longing for a powerful parent or surrogate who can serve
“as a protection against strange superior powers”; first for the child,
and then for the man, transference is invoked by his “need for protec-
tion against the consequences of his human weakness.” Transference,
then, is a natural outgrowth of the terrors of the human condition—a
means of “taming terror.” In essence, Freud suggests that each of us
seeks union with some representation of parental potency, not only out
of erotic (libidinal) desire but also out of weakness and fear.

As the child empowers the parental figure, so in later life will the
adult empower the transference object. But once empowered, the trans-
ference object (like the parental figure it reincarnates) becomes a con-
trolling agent. The child, and then the adult, deals with the transference
object by conciliation, accommodation or manipulation. Thus, while the
transference object is longed for as a means of saving an individual from
a dreaded fate, it instead becomes his fate (in the same way that the be-
loved to whom we look for freedom from the prison of our old lives of-
ten enough becomes our new jailor.) No sooner do we attach ourselves
to a transference object in order for that object to take care of us and pro-
tect us than we may discover a whole new set of fears; our safety and
well-being are still not within our own control and we displace our
fears onto the transference object. We dread losing or antagonizing the
transference object, of not being able to survive alone: in short, we re-
main haunted by our own helplessness and dependency needs. Positive
transference always contains within itself the potential for negative
feelings because of our resentment for our inordinate need for the ob-
ject, and we may project onto it our childish angers and our grievances
against our parents. We may even come to experience the transference
object as the primary source of our unhappiness.

The less actual power one has or feels, the stronger the transference
must be. In this schema it is transference and its derivatives that make
the world go round.

TRANSFERENCE LOVE: FALLING IN LOVE IN THERAPY

Even for those unacquainted with any of the tenets of psychoanalysis,
it is common enough knowledge that people sometimes fall in love
with the doctors or nurses who tend to their physical ills, thereby dem-
onstrating the same proclivity as those patients who fall in love with
their psychotherapists. In the movies, one thinks of (among others) Bette
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Davis in Dark Victory. She plays the role of a very spoiled rich young
woman, stricken with mysterious fainting spells. During the course of
her medical treatment, she falls in love with the neurologist and, ulti-
mately, he with her. In falling in love and struggling with what turns out
to be an incurable brain tumor, Davis is transformed from a bratty im-
mature woman into a mature, happy, and feeling one. Similarly in real
life, many aging or ailing men fall in love with their nurses. The latest
well-known figure to have done so is the novelist Joseph Heller, who
fell in love with his nurse while recuperating from a neurological dis-
ease. Thomas Merton, while a cloistered monk, did the same with a
nurse he met when he was ill. Some men have been known to disinherit
their families in favor of their nurses, even when close to death and not
likely to achieve a fully realized, mutual love. (Closely related are those
love affairs between aging men and their housekeepers: among them
one thinks of the example of Mr. J. Seward Johnson and the Polish-born
housekeeper whom he married, much to the consternation of his disin-
herited children.) Reciprocally, many women are known to fantasize
about nursing a man back to health or falling in love with an injured or
mutilated man. The story of Jane Eyre is perhaps the ultimate nursing
fantasy. And doctors, too, like the neurologist in Dark Victory, fall in love
with their patients. In this context, one is also reminded of the pilot of a
fatal airplane crash who afterwards fell in love with and married one of
his passengers, the singer Jane Froman, who lost her legs in the crash.
Indeed, rescuing or being rescued surely ranks as one of the great ro-
mantic themes.

Falling in love with one’s doctor in psychoanalytic therapy is a com-
mon enough phenomenon that, as already noted, it has a special
name—the erotic transference or transference love. This refers to some mix-
ture of tender, erotic, and sexual feelings that the patient has towards
the analyst, and, as such, it forms part of a positive transference (though
like all positive transferences it necessarily contains some latent nega-
tive feelings). Sexual longing or sexual transference alone—without the
elements of tender longing—represents a truncated erotic transference,
one that has not been fully developed or experienced. In large part, the
erotic transference is a component of the wish to be loved by the ana-
lyst. The analyst may occasionally experience reciprocal feelings for the
patient—what would then be called an erotic countertransference—
stoked by his response to both her admiration and need. (Generally
speaking, the patient longs to be rescued, the therapist to rescue.)

Today with psychoanalysis so well established and knowledge (as
well as folklore) about it so widespread, many people take it for granted
that patients are “supposed to” fall in love with their analysts. But the
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fact that patients do fall in love with their doctors with some regularity
is, when you think about it, astonishing. Of course, analysts call these
feelings “transference,” but the patient often experiences them as genu-
ine feelings of love.

Freud was the first to describe the phenomenon of the erotic trans-
ference, to theorize its meaning in our developmental lives and in the
process of psychoanalytic therapy, and to make a connection between
transference love and romantic love. But an understanding of the erotic
transference did not spring full-blown, even to Freud. His introduction
to the phenomenon began with a strange series of events which he
learned about through his mentor and collaborator, Josef Breuer.

The “talking cure,” an early precursor of psychoanalysis, developed
more or less by accident in the course of Breuer’s therapy with Anna O,
a woman with many hysterical symptoms. She had initiated the process
of a kind of free association, in which her speaking of the origins of each
symptom magically caused it to disappear. But this therapy was finally
disrupted by events in the world outside the consulting room, and it
was the disruption itself that led circuitously to the conceptualization of
transference, specifically the erotic transference and its hazards to both
patient and doctor.

Breuer, who had become increasingly fascinated with Anna O’s
treatment, is thought to have ignored his wife and thereby provoked
her jealousy. Belatedly recognizing the nature of his wife’s reaction,
Breuer terminated Anna O’s treatment. Shortly afterward, he was called
back to find his patient in the throes of an hysterical childbirth. He
calmed her down but, the next day, took his wife on a second honey-
moon. Freud recounted the story in a letter to his own wife. According
to Freud’s biographer Ernest Jones, Martha “identified herself with
Breuer’s wife,” and hoped the same thing would not ever happen to her,
whereupon Freud reproved her vanity in supposing that other women
would fall in love with her husband; “for that to happen one has to be
a Breuer.” Freud, then, denied even the possibility that such a phenom-
enon might occur in any of his patients, while Martha, rejecting the idea
that the infatuation could be attributed solely to Breuer’s personal pres-
tige and charisma, seemed intuitively to understand the universal nature
of the dynamic. (The mere possibility of triangulation can apparently
sharpen one’s intuitive abilities!) Only later did Freud come to see Anna
O’s reaction as the rule rather than the exception, thus enabling him to
turn his attention to its central theoretical significance. (It may be of
some interest that Anna O was in fact none other than Bertha Pappen-
heim, who went on to become an eminent social worker and a pioneer
of the European women’s movement.)
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It’s been suggested that it was perhaps inevitable that the theoretical
observations of the phenomenon were originally made by someone
other than the therapist involved. In other words, because Anna O was
Breuer’s patient, not Freud’s, it was easier for Freud to assume an ob-
serving role toward her sexual and erotic communications than if they
had been directed at him. But even then it wasn’t so easy. Simply being
a fellow analyst seems to have brought Freud too close to the phenom-
enon for comfort, and he only appreciated gradually what his wife in-
tuited immediately. Freud’s reluctance to acknowledge the phenomena
may be some measure of the power—and threat—residing in it.

Nonetheless, by 1905, Freud had formulated fairly explicit concepts
about transference, linking the patient’s reactions to the therapist to pre-
vious reactions the patient had experienced to one or more significant
figures from his childhood. Freud described transference reaction as

new editions or facsimiles of the impulses and phantasies which are
aroused and made conscious during the progress of the analysis; but
they have this peculiarity, which is characteristic for their species, that
they replace some earlier person by the person of the physician.

In this formulation, emphasis is placed on the repetition inherent in
transference and not on its subjective reality for the patient. According to
one present-day analyst, “Freud’s stress on repetition was in part a re-
sponse to real and threatened public disapproval of the erotic transfer-
ences that female analysands developed in relation to their male
analysts.” (And here we have an implicit acknowledgment of the fact that
this supposedly universal phenomenon is in practice much more com-
mon between women patients and men doctors.) But whatever Freud’s
reason for stressing that transference feelings are “merely” a re-edition of
earlier feelings, the truth is that the patient experiences “transference” as
a very powerful reality in the present tense. In fact, even a patient who
has fallen in love with two therapists in a row finds it hard to accept the
idea that her feelings are nothing more than transference. Only the doctor
can view the patient’s feelings from such an Olympian distance—and, as
already discussed, doctors aren’t always successful either, hence the phe-
nomenon of the countertransference. Usually, however, the therapist
keeps such feelings at bay, in part by invoking the theory of the transfer-
ence, which thus becomes not only an aid to understanding the patient,
but also a defense against a situation which threatens the analyst.

Freud himself was not unaware of the fact that transference looked dif-
ferent to the patient and the doctor. By 1915 he had begun to formulate a
theory about the relationship between the erotic transference and the state
of being in love. At that time, though, he still maintained his belief that the
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erotic transference was solely an impediment to therapy and advised that
the therapist demonstrate to the patient that she fell in love with him only
in the service of resistance to the analysis, as a means of avoiding the pain-
ful discoveries about to be made. Even so, Freud acknowledged that trans-
ference love and love had certain shared qualities in common.

I think we have told the patient the truth, but not the whole truth regard-
less of the consequences. . . .The part played by resistance in transfer-
ence-love is unquestionable and very considerable. Nevertheless the
resistance did not, after all, create this love; it finds it ready to hand,
makes use of it and aggravates its manifestations. Nor is the genuine-
ness of the phenomenon disproved by the resistance... . It is true that the
love consists of new editions of old traits and that it repeats infantile re-
actions. But this is the essential character of every state of being in love.
There is no such state which does not reproduce infantile prototypes. It
is precisely from this infantile determination that it receives its compul-
sive character, verging as it does on the pathological. Transference-love
has perhaps a degree less of freedom than the love which appears in
ordinary life and is called normal; it displays its dependence on the in-
fantile pattern more clearly and is less adaptable and capable of modifi-
cation; but that is all, and not what is essential.

According to Freud, then, all love is a re-finding, and repeats infantile
reactions; but transference love, for reasons he did not specify, was said
to be even more dominated by the strait jacket of repetition than was ro-
mantic love. (One present-day analyst, Martin Bergmann, has sug-
gested the reverse—that in real life the lover simply displaces or
suppresses his negative feelings about the beloved, making it likely that
they will eventually wend their way back into the relationship and cor-
rode it, whereas in psychoanalysis the negative feelings can be both ex-
perienced and worked through so that what began as a compulsive
repetition can end by becoming a freeing experience.)

Knowledge of the erotic transference was crucial to Freud’s formu-
lation of the phenomenon of re-finding in love. His observations in the
consulting room enabled him to see that the object of both transference
and romantic love is a re-edition of the original love object of childhood.
But insight into the erotic transference is important to our understand-
ing of love in several other interrelated ways as well. Transference can
be demonstrated to be an imaginative act, an idealizing one, and, per-
haps most importantly, an act—a process that the patient causes to hap-
pen and participates in, not something that happens to him, and in all
these ways it confirms certain of our assumptions about romantic love.

Transference also sheds light on love as an agent of change, because
transference, too, can be a major catalyst for personal change and
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growth. In fact, as already mentioned, analysts no longer fear transfer-
ence as an impediment to analytic process, but rather look to it as the
very vehicle of that process. Nonetheless the erotic transference, like
love itself, can sometimes prove disruptive rather than constructive.

Perhaps even more important than the similarities between transfer-
ence love and romantic love is one enormous difference. Transference
love is far more predictable than love, such a regular feature of so many
analyses that it almost appears to be promiscuous, whereas love in
“real” life is much more selective. For insight into the whys and where-
fores of falling in love, we must try to understand the frequency of
transference love (at least for women patients in treatment with men)
compared to the less predictable, more erratic inception of romantic
love in everyday life.

THE TRANSFORMATIONAL POTENTIAL OF 
TRANSFERENCE LOVE

It’s well known that positive transference alone sometimes catalyzes
radical change in patients, hence the term “transference cure.” Patients
come into treatment and sometimes as a result of transference (and their
dependency on, or identification with, their therapists) their symptoms
disappear or the patients rapidly mobilize into life. However, analysts
are at great pains to argue that such change is superficial, and that the
symptoms may well reappear if treatment is interrupted. But this does
not always appear to be the case. Many patients use their short-term
gains to consolidate a different (and better) self-perception and self-
appraisal over the long term.

How one regards transference and transference love has implica-
tions for both technique and theory. Schafer neatly captures the double
and perhaps contradictory sense in Freud’s conceptualizations of trans-
ference love, and the ramifications that bifurcation has for current ther-
apeutic ideas.

On the one hand, transference love is sheerly repetitive, merely a new
edition of the old, artificial and regressive (in its ego aspects particu-
larly) and to be dealt with chiefly by translating it back into its infantile
terms. (From this side flows the continuing emphasis in the psychoana-
lytic literature on reliving, re-experiencing, and re-creating the past.) On
the other hand, transference is a piece of real life that is adapted to the
analytic purpose, a transitional state of a provisional character that is a
means to a rational end and as genuine as normal love. (From this side
flows the emphasis in our literature on the healing powers inherent in
the therapeutic relationship itself, especially with respect to early priva-
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tions and deprivations). We are not in a position to disagree entirely
with either conception of transference, transference neurosis, and trans-
ference-laden therapeutic effects. The problem is, how to integrate the
two.

Bergmann, however, believes that transference love “is not by itself
adaptive. It is only the sublimation of this love with the aid of the analyst
that makes it adaptive for the purposes of cure, when inquiry is substi-
tuted for gratification.” He argues that it offers a new opportunity for the
reworking of Oedipal material and the making of new and better choices.

But sublimated or not, the positive transference seems to be an ab-
solute prerequisite to analytic change, part of the fuel that propels the
therapeutic process. As subspecies of the positive transference, the
erotic transference must also be acknowledged as a potentially useful,
if dangerous, tool in therapy.

The psychoanalyst Bergmann, despite all his caveats to the contrary,
catches the transforming power of love and the role it plays in psycho-
analysis:

In a historical perspective, Freud’s twin discoveries that the transference
feelings of his patients contained psychic energy that could be har-
nessed in the service of a treatment procedure that aimed at insight, and
that the emotion of love could be subjected to analysis, because it was
based on the refinding of infantile love objects, is an astonishing exam-
ple of a secular utilization of Plato’s ladder of love. That love can be di-
verted from its natural course where it seeks gratification and mutuality
and be pressed into the service of bringing about intrapsychic change
confirms Plato’s original insight into the plasticity of Eros.

But, of course, love is not pressed into the service of bringing about in-
trapsychic change; that is part of its very nature, that is “its natural
course.”

There are clearly dangers in emphasizing that some form of love that
the patient feels for the doctor can be transforming in and of itself. The
most obvious danger is that such an emphasis can be used as a justifica-
tion for the erotic and sexual exploitation of patients. But there are less
flamboyant pitfalls, too. When the erotic transference is experienced but
not fully analyzed, it often becomes the major resistance to the analysis.
The limitation of these therapies is a tendency for the strength of the
erotic transference to obscure other important dynamics and conflicts.
Therefore, much caution must be observed. But, at the same time, truth-
fulness demands acknowledgment of those instances when transfer-
ence rather than analysis seems to be the change agent, or at least one
of the most significant factors.
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This surely appeared to have been the case with one of Jung’s early pa-
tients. A love affair between Jung and Sabina Spielrein has recently come
to light. Its history has been reconstructed by an Italian analyst, Aldo Car-
otenuto, who accidentally came into possession of Spielrein’s diaries and
letters. As a young woman Spielrein is reported to have suffered from ei-
ther a schizophrenic disturbance or a severe hysteria with schizoid fea-
tures and she was hospitalized in Zurich. What follows are the bare bones
of what is known of Spielrein, her treatment with Jung, and their romance.

Spielrein was born into a well-to-do Russian Jewish business family
in Rostov-on-Don in 1885. Though extremely bright, imaginative, and
gifted, from an early age she suffered psychological symptoms of some
severity. By age three or four she retained feces; later she began to rumi-
nate about defecation and “anyone she saw was imagined as engaging
in that act.” She herself dates the onset of her illness to the sixth grade
when she was almost eleven, at which time her younger sister died. By
the time she was eighteen she could no longer look at anyone and expe-
rienced alternating fits of weeping and laughing, screaming and crying.
Her parents conceived of sending her to Zurich where she might simul-
taneously study medicine and undergo treatment, and they probably
took her there in 1904. Bettelheim believes she was among the first of
Jung’s patients—if not the first—whom he treated by the psychoana-
lytic method. (Jung also engaged her to assist in his word-study tests.)
At some point, she was well enough to leave the hospital as an inpatient
but continued her therapy with Jung. By 1905 she had enrolled in the
University of Zurich to study medicine. By 1911 she received a doctor’s
degree on the basis of a study of schizophrenia.

At the time they met, Spielrein was eighteen or nineteen; Jung was
no more than thirty, having worked at the sanitarium for four or five
years, and only just embarked on the studies for which he would sub-
sequently be acclaimed. He was judged to be charismatic to women pa-
tients and, according to Carotenuto, Jung’s wife wrote to Freud that,
“Naturally the women are all in love with him.”

It’s unclear at what point in time the love affair between Jung and
Spielrein blossomed. Carotenuto surmises from the correspondence be-
tween Jung and Spielrein that Jung probably realized he was in love
with Spielrein by the beginning of 1908. It’s also unknown whether or
not the love affair was ever consummated sexually. Carotenuto thinks
not, but Bettelheim, as he states in his introduction to Carotenuto’s book,
thinks so. The lack of certainty may have to do with the fact that Jung’s
heirs did not give permission to publish the letters that Jung had writ-
ten to Spielrein (though Carotenuto read them and quotes from them),
and the letters themselves may not be conclusive.
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By 1909 their love affair had come to light. Someone—thought to be
Jung’s wife—had written an anonymous letter to Spielrein’s mother
warning her that her daughter was involved in a possibly damaging re-
lationship with Jung, and asking her to put an end to it. At that point,
Jung wrote to Freud that “a woman patient, whom years ago I pulled
out of a very sticky neurosis with unstinting effort, has violated my con-
fidence and my friendship in the most mortifying way imaginable. She
has kicked up a vile scandal solely because I denied myself the pleasure
of giving her a child.”

In a bizarre correspondence between Jung and Spielrein’s mother (if
Spielrein’s account of it in a letter to Freud is accurate), Jung indicates
that were he to be paid—his fee being 10 francs per consultation—the
mother would not have to worry about any further irregularity in the
doctor-patient relationship. There was a stormy falling out between
Jung and Spielrein, including one scene in which she pulled a knife on
him though she apparently succeeded only in cutting her own hand.
She was then removed from Zurich by her parents.

In 1910, on the occasion of submitting her thesis for a doctorate, she
reinstituted contact with Jung. She writes in her diary at that time that he
reassured her he knew no one to replace her—it was as though he had a
necklace in which all his other admirers were pearls but she the medal-
lion. Because she felt their love grew out of a “deep spiritual affinity and
common intellectual interests,” she continued with him as her mentor, re-
establishing their love and their “poetry” (which Bettelheim assumes
was sexual) though with the clear understanding that he would never
leave his wife. And so the relationship continued for another year or two.
She toyed with giving him a child, the fantasied boy-child Siegfried (to
unite Jews and Christians—a theme of ongoing importance to her).

The relationship drifted over the next few years but Spielrein always
maintained an intellectual correspondence with Jung even after she had
moved into Freud’s camp and Freud had broken with Jung. The love af-
fair was extraordinary in many ways, for both participants. Whatever
the precise nature of his relationship with Spielrein, Jung derived his
theory of the unconscious from the experience—if not directly from her.
In a letter from Jung to Spielrein, one of the last letters, dated September
1919 (long after their love affair had ended), Jung states: “The love of S.
for J. made the latter aware of something he previously only vaguely sus-
pected, that is, of the power in the unconscious that shapes one’s des-
tiny, a power which later led him to things of the greatest importance.”
Bettelheim concludes: “. . .whatever the specific contributions of Spiel-
rein or Jung to the Jungian system, Jung asserts...that it was in their love
affair that the system itself originated.”
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But, for our purposes, what is more important than what Jung got
from Spielrein, is what she, as a result of a therapeutic relationship seri-
ously “compromised” by an erotic transference and countertransfer-
ence, got from him. In the course of their relationship she recovered
from a very serious illness and went on to lead a productive life. Despite
Jung’s intense involvement with his patient, his inconstancy, and his
abandonment of her when he may have feared that his career was
threatened by exposure, this formerly psychologically crippled woman
did not shatter; instead she healed, and was even able to preserve her
feelings for Jung. Furthermore, it was in the treatment—and no doubt
in her identification with her beloved Jung—that she found her own
life’s work. Spielrein seems to have transferred her love for Jung into
her commitment to work, as symbolized by her using the name Sieg-
fried, which she had once applied to the child she longed to have by
Jung, to designate a paper she offered to him in fulfillment of her “duty”
to him. The transposition of the child, Siegfried, from a real hoped-for
child to the work is explicit. In a letter to Jung in 1912 (probably before
her marriage) she writes, “Dear One, Receive now the product of our
love, the project which is your little son Siegfried. It caused me tremen-
dous difficulty, but nothing was too hard if it was done for Siegfried. If
you decide to print this, I shall feel I have fulfilled my duty toward you.”

Bettelheim is very disapproving of Jung’s behavior, as well he might
be, particularly given what we now know of the dangerous potential for
acting out for both patient and analyst when there is an erotic transfer-
ence-countertransference. However, he is careful to note that one’s
judgment of Jung must ultimately be tempered by the fact that the treat-
ment cured Spielrein, and he raises a question which is peculiar indeed,
but nonetheless valid: “In retrospect we ought to ask ourselves: what
convincing evidence do we have that the same result would have been
achieved if Jung had behaved toward her in the way we must expect a
conscientious therapist to behave toward his patient? However ques-
tionable Jung’s behavior was from a moral point of view—however un-
orthodox, even disreputable, it may have been—somehow it met the
prime obligation of the therapist toward his patient: to cure her. True,
Spielrein paid a very high price.. .”

I tell this story in part because, now that therapists are more knowl-
edgeable than they were in the early days of psychoanalysis about the
perils of transference-countertransference, there are many fewer present-
day examples to draw from. Back then such interactions between ana-
lyst and patient occurred with some regularity. But I also tell it because
of the profound changes that took place in both doctor and patient and
must be largely attributed to the transformational power of love.
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There is another dramatic story—also just recently come to light—in
which transference love appears to be the prime catalyzing agent in a
young woman’s psychic transformation. In the holocaust memoir, An
Interrupted Life: The Diaries of Etty Hillesum, a young woman who would
later perish in a death camp describes her relationship with Julius Spier,
a disciple of Jung. Spier was a practitioner of “psychochirology” or
palm reading, and Etty became his student, patient, lover, and disciple.
Despite the fact that he emerges for the reader, even through Etty’s
adoring eyes, as second-rate, and probably disreputable and dishonest
as well, Etty was able to use her relationship with him to effect within
herself a profound realignment of values and priorities. Ultimately her
journal bears witness to a liberation of the self into a sphere of ever wid-
ening possibilities—even under the shadow of the holocaust.

But it is important to note that, however many such anomalous sto-
ries there are, unanalyzed transference love is much more likely to re-
sult in harm than good. Furthermore, those benefits that are possible in
transference love accrue much more reliably from the analyzed trans-
ference, and this is of course the point Bergmann was making, and the
reason transference interpretation has become so crucial to analytic
therapy. Through an analysis of the transference, and an understanding
of how the dynamics of the transference correspond to real-life situa-
tions from the past, the patient can gain insight and free himself from
the strait jacket of unanalyzed emotional material. (Analyzing the ab-
sence of an erotic transference can also yield insight, if the analyst can
relate that absence to those inner resistances that militate against falling
in love, as is the case with many male patients). Insofar as transference
love is repetition—a reprint—it brings to the fore many of the excessive
and unrealistic demands and conflicts that have insinuated themselves
into the process of loving in real life, and thereby demonstrates to the
patient how these tendencies have been destructive of real-life relation-
ships. Only when self-knowledge frees the patient from the endless cy-
cles of repetitive compulsion that contaminate his adult experiences of
love can he enjoy the creative or restorative aspects of love. The work-
ing through of the erotic transference has this self-knowledge and liber-
ation as its goal. Transference love can in this sense be a preview of and
a route to the creative, restorative powers of romantic love.

But as I have already suggested, transference love is not an invariably
positive or therapeutically useful experience. Like love itself, the erotic
transference has within it the potential for pleasure and pain, good and
evil. Not a simple emotion, it is fused—again like love itself—with pre-
Oedipal components; it can mask dependency yearnings, competitive
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strivings, and hostile feelings as well as self-loathing. But within the ther-
apeutic situation, it can become the basis for a transforming analytic ex-
perience—or alternately it can disrupt the therapy. Transference love may
offer the energy for change, but only when it is rigorously analyzed can
one be certain of the direction of that change. Despite its therapeutic po-
tential, the erotic transference continues to this day to confound psycho-
analytic therapies; it remains both gold mine and mine field.

EROTIC TRANSFERENCE AND COUNTERTRANSFERENCE: 
GENDER VARIATIONS

Insofar as we view transference as a response to our deepest human
needs (and anxieties), we might expect there to be no gender difference
in transference manifestations. Nonetheless, although many analysts
contend that transference love is gender-blind, I believe it to be more
common among women, particularly women in treatment with men. At
the same time, the erotic countertransference—the feelings of love the
therapist has for a patient—appears to be more commonly a problem for
male therapists. What this suggests about differences between the sexes
is that they are socialized to different forms of mastery over both them-
selves and the world and are the products of different developmental
experiences, but for all that are both vulnerable to falling in love, albeit
in different circumstances. By examining the erotic transference, we
may shed light not only on the underlying impulses and facilitating fac-
tors resulting in love, but on gender differences and how they affect love.

A woman analyst, Eva Lester, was the first to make explicit note of
this most interesting gender discrepancy in erotic transference and
countertransference. She pointed out that there are almost no references
in the psychoanalytic literature to the phenomenon of male patients ex-
periencing strong erotic transferences to their female analysts. Lester re-
ported she had encountered strong erotic transferences in her female
patients, but only mild, transient, muted, and unstable ones in her male
patients. Karme, in a case report, discusses a male patient’s erotic trans-
ference to her, but it consists mostly of allusions to triangular situations
in associations and dreams, with only a few explicitly erotic dreams and
fantasies about her.

When there is an erotic transference in a male patient–female thera-
pist pair, it seems to differ in significant and signifying ways from the
comparable experience in female patient–male therapist pairs. In the
latter case, the erotic transference tends to be overt, consciously experi-
enced, intense, long-lived, directed toward the analyst, and focused



Transference Love and Romantic Love 231

more on love than sex; in the former, it is less overt and less sustained,
more often relatively short-lived, experienced indirectly in dreams and
triangular preoccupations, frequently transposed to a woman outside
the analytic situation, and it is generally sexual rather than loving in its
manifestation.

While male patients’ sexual fantasies may be quite graphic, they
tend to be devoid of erotic longing. A sexual thought, such as “sucking
her cunt” may appear as an ego-alien thought and be accompanied by
embarrassment. Frequently, what one witnesses are the defenses
against the erotic transference rather than the transference itself. Even
so, male patients can be extremely sensitive to imagined slights, de-
manding attention, or special accommodations, even while denying
any personal involvement or desire. Like women, they may idealize the
analyst, but they tend not to merge idealization with erotic longing (just
as it so often happens that men are unable to direct both romantic, erotic
feelings and affectionate, dependency feelings towards one object).

Generalizing from the transference experience in therapy, one might
simply conclude that women are more susceptible than men to falling
in love were it not for the observation that male analysts appear to have
a greater proclivity to falling in love with their female patients than
women analysts do with their male patients. From the early days of the
psychoanalytic movement, before the dangers of the erotic transference
and its reciprocation had been explored and codified, we have accounts
of numerous instances in which male analysts fell in love with their fe-
male patients. In fact, the temptation to fall in love in the therapeutic sit-
uation when the analyst is at low ebb and the patient is young and
attractive (and has either hysterical charm or the mystery of madness
about her), turns out to be a very strong one on both sides.

Jung’s affair with Sabina Spielrein is one such example, but he had
another relationship of even greater moment, both romantically and in-
tellectually: a forty-year-long romantic liaison with Antonia Wolff, first
his patient and later his colleague. Toni was the daughter of Arnold
Wolff, a rich businessman, and member of one of the oldest, most dis-
tinguished Zurich families. In 1910, she went to Jung as a patient, partly
because she had failed to adjust to the death of her father and partly be-
cause of difficulties with her mother. Sometime during 1911-12 their re-
lationship changed its character, escaping professional constraints, and
their ensuing love affair was serious enough to produce complicated re-
percussions on Jung’s family life. According to one biographer, “Jung’s
affair with Toni might have been less troublesome if he had not insisted
on dragging his mistress into his family life and on having her as a reg-
ular guest for Sunday dinner.” But Jung was proud of the triangle he
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had created and preserved, whatever the sacrifices and conflicts it
caused his wife Emma and Toni. Toni Wolff, like Spielrein, became a
practicing psychoanalyst and seemed to serve as Jung’s inspiration,
contributing to and elaborating upon many of his central ideas. She
wrote a description of the four typologies of women: Mother and Wife;
Hetaera or companion and friend to Man; Amazon; and Medium, the
mediator between the conscious and unconscious. And apparently for
Jung, she was both Hetaera and Medium.

Otto Rank is another analyst who seems to have participated in a
passionate relationship with one of his patients, Anaïs Nin, whether or
not they technically became lovers. One of Rank’s biographers, James
Lieberman, believes that they were. Nin spoke of herself in her famous
diary as Rank’s patient. Though she does not say they were lovers, Lie-
berman states that it is generally assumed they were, both by readers of
the diary and his informants. Nin, who was married to the engraver
and filmmaker Ian Hugo, never divorced, but lived apart from him
much of the time, pursuing her interests and relationships. In 1931 she
began an intimate and lasting friendship with Henry Miller in Paris. In
1933 Miller, impressed with Rank’s work, wrote to him, met with him
as a patient, and soon enough pronounced himself cured. Through
Miller, Nin, too, went to see Rank as a patient. Shortly after her therapy
ended, Nin decided she would become a therapist, and apparently
“trained” with Rank. The following year, after Rank had moved his
practice to New York, he asked Nin to join him there. According to Lie-
berman, she was willing to help Rank start a new life just as he’d done
for her. But she delayed and Rank wrote her desperate letters reminding
her of things he had done for her in her hour of need and asking her to
reciprocate: “Well, I am dying now. Come to my rescue.” She did join
him in the States, where Rank set her up as a psychotherapist and his
collaborator (and where she took him dancing in Harlem). Rank
wanted Nin to condense some of his books, a task that struck Nin as
overwhelming. Eventually, the excitement of playing help-mate to
Rank and psychotherapist to patients lost its allure for Nin. Rank and
Nin became less compatible as she felt asked to subordinate her auton-
omous creative life to his. She complained that his pleasures were too
much of the mind, and it was apparently she who left him. She went
back to Paris, having concluded that her attachment to Rank was a con-
tinuation of a father fixation. Lieberman quotes her on her liberation from
psychoanalysis (or at least from Rank):

I entered with impunity the world of psychoanalysis, the great de-
stroyer of illusion, the great realist.
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I entered that world, saw Rank’s files, read his books, but found in the
world of psychoanalysis the only metaphysical man in it: Rank. I lived
out the poem and came out unscathed. Free. A poet still.

There are many other instances, continuing even to this day, that
show the proclivity of male therapists to fall in love with their female
patients whether they act on these feelings or not. Some of the enacted
affairs are well-known, even infamous, within the psychoanalytic com-
munity. Others remain relatively obscure for the perpetrators can come
from all parts of the theoretical spectrum and all levels of training. Any-
one who has worked in the wards of a mental hospital knows the fre-
quency with which feelings of erotic transference and countertransference
are engendered and sometimes acted out between patients and the var-
ious tiers of their support staff. Still other affairs are the stuff of popular
fiction and films. The movie Lilith, for example, based on Salamanca’s
novel of the same name, portrays the destruction of an occupational
therapist in training (Warren Beatty) who is seduced by a schizophrenic
patient (Jean Seberg).

Lucia Tower points out, “Virtually every writer on the subject of
countertransference.. .states unequivocally that no form of erotic reac-
tion to a patient is to be tolerated. This would indicate that temptations
in this area are great, and perhaps ubiquitous.” Speaking of such rela-
tionships between women and their male analysts Phyllis Greenacre
remarks: “That this is not so infrequent as one would wish to think be-
comes apparent to anyone who does many reanalyses. That its oc-
currence is often denied and the situation rather quickly explained
by involved analysts as due to a hysterical fantasy on the part of the
patient.. . is an indication of how great is the temptation.” Many women
analysts can confirm from the evidence of their own practices the fre-
quency of such encounters, since they often have to deal with the re-
sults. This is so because women patients who have had sexual relations
with therapists are frequently sent to women analysts in order to assure
the patient that such an experience will not be repeated. The magnitude
of the male therapist’s proclivity for sexual acting out is further sug-
gested by looking at the figures on sexual encounters between women
patients and physicians (not just therapists). In the results of a survey of
460 physicians published in 1973, Kardener and his coworkers found
that between 5 and 13 percent had engaged in erotic behavior with pa-
tients, although the psychiatrist was in fact the least likely to do so. In a
more recent study of psychiatrists, Gartrell and her coworkers reported
that 7.1 percent of male respondents and 3.1 percent of female respon-
dents reported sexual contact with their own patients, but 88 percent of
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all such contacts took place between male psychiatrists and female pa-
tients. (It might be added that this article reports the highest percentage
of female therapists ever implicated in this kind of sexual misconduct.)

The relative restraint of female therapists is not because of any spe-
cial virtue on their part. Differences between the sexes in their experi-
ence of the erotic countertransference—and their enactment of it—
reflect differences between them outside the consulting room: the reac-
tion of a younger dependent female to an older, authoritarian male is
traditionally conducive to an erotic relationship. By contrast, it is tradi-
tionally taboo for an older, experienced woman and a younger, inex-
perienced man to have erotic feelings for each other—though this
prohibition appears to be weakening. (This dichotomy parallels the
family experience in which father-daughter incest, while not sanctioned,
is less abhorred than mother-son incest.) In short, women have a ten-
dency to eroticize relationships with men in authority, men to split sex
and dependency. This happens in the therapy situation and outside it as
well. While both sexes may be drawn to love across a power differential,
men tend to need the safety of the power advantage, women to fall in
love within the apparent shelter of male power. Thus the relative sub-
ordination of patient to analyst makes the emergence of an erotic trans-
ference-countertransference reaction more likely in a male therapist–
female patient configuration, because it is congruent with our society’s
prevailing romantic fantasies (fantasies which seem relatively untouched
by the changing roles of women in the workplace). And so it is that the
consideration of why a phenomenon like transference—a response to
humankind’s most basic needs—has a gender component ends up tell-
ing us much about men and women, and about love.

PROMISCUITY AND SELECTIVITY: 
TRANSFERENCE LOVE VERSUS ROMANTIC LOVE

There is a further mystery about transference love (and countertransfer-
ence love, too)—one that if “worried” enough may yield even greater
insight into love. The mystery is this: Falling in love is a phenomenon
so erratic (or seemingly so) and inexplicable, so dependent on the incal-
culable, so much a product of what for want of a better word we call
chemistry, the love object a re-edition sometimes so removed from the
original as to seem more like a translation than a re-edition (and a very
murky one at that), obscuring rather than revealing the original—in
short, falling in love is such an idiosyncratic, unpredictable phenome-
non—that it is hard to understand why its analogue, transference love,
occurs so frequently and with such predictable regularity.
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In trying to solve the mystery, the gender difference described above
may give us a clue. Given the fact that transference love occurs with rel-
ative frequency among women patients and men analysts, and with less
frequency when the positions are reversed, and the further fact that
eroticism comes into play much more frequently in the analytic encoun-
ter (with the gender difference noted) than in nontherapeutic encoun-
ters, we have to try to identify what facilitates erotic longing in the
therapeutic situation. Conversely, this may give us some insight into
what inhibits it in “real” life. I will look first at the facilitating factors for
the patient.

What is it that impels love—and why does it take place so frequently
within the therapeutic context? Why should the erotic transference be
called into being at all? Are we simply drawn to anyone who is caretak-
ing and powerful—a potential rescuer—and if so, why? And how does
this kind of leaning-love relate to romantic love?

In part, we can answer these questions by returning once again to
Plato’s great insight that love is a restoration—not just a longing to be
reunited with the missing half, but the longing for restoration of a
grander self. This is how Freud put it several millennia after Plato: “He
[man] is not willing to forego the narcissistic perfection of his child-
hood,” and when “he can no longer retain that perfection.. . .he seeks to
recover it in the new form of an ego ideal.” It has long been postulated
that the infant’s original sense of omnipotence—of being the center and
mover of the world—is whittled away by the sequential frustrations
and humiliations of childhood: hunger, weaning, repeated discomforts,
toilet training. Consequently, the child projects onto the parents his lost
omnipotence and for a while sees them as perfect. But they too fail to
live up to his characterization of them as omnipotent and perfect, and
finally the child must incorporate his image of perfection into his own
psyche as a kind of guiding light. The “lost” ideal parents of one’s child-
hood are thus internalized so that they become the basis of the superego
(the restraining aspects of the parental function—the conscience) and
the ego ideal (the inspiring aspects of the parental function).

Our hope of restoring our “lost” omnipotence rests then on our abil-
ity to live up to the dictates of the ego ideal; or, alternatively, on the op-
portunity to unite with someone else onto whom we have projected that
ideal. To the degree that we live up to our internalized ego ideal, or
come close to it, all is well. We are satisfied and comfortable. To the de-
gree that we fail to do so, we are depressed and our sense of self is di-
minished. Thus love can be seen as a roundabout quest for perfection,
for restored narcissism. Through idealization of the Other, and identifi-
cation with that Other, we hope to regain our own perfection. This is the
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sense in which Alberoni (see Chapter 3) suggested love was always mo-
tivated by weakness. I would say, not just (or always) by weakness, but
by some discontent or wish for something more.

Here, then, we come to one of the fundamental reasons the patient
in analysis is so prone to fall in love. The patient comes to analysis only
when he or she experiences some psychological disturbance or discon-
tent, hence some wish for change. Whatever its cause, the fact of the pa-
tient’s own psychological insufficiency or discomfort is of course a blow
to her narcissism, to her sense of perfection and wholeness. She is on the
lookout for an external remedy. Thus there is, in analysis, a clear prior
tendency that would facilitate “falling in love” with the therapist. And,
in fact, it is not uncommon for a prospective patient to have fantasies
and dreams about the analyst even before analysis has begun. There is,
as it were, a preformed transference, needing only the blank screen of
the actual analyst on which to project itself. The analyst is the perfect
foil for such fantasies because he (she) is, by and large, esteemed, re-
spected, believed to be wise and mature, and, in the context of the ther-
apy, the leader, therefore a candidate for automatic and instantaneous
idealization. The preformed transference reminds us forcibly of one of
the aspects of love—its imaginative component. Need, imagination,
and a blank screen on which the imagination can go to work—these
sometimes seem sufficient to galvanize transference love into being.

But there are still other features of therapy that facilitate erotic long-
ings and feelings, features specific to therapy and common in it, but
much harder to come by in everyday life. As such, these features may
further account for the propensity to fall in love, and to long for recip-
rocal love in therapy rather than the much less predictable appearance
of love outside the consulting room. First, it is the nature of analysis to
promote regressive wishes, and part of the substratum of love is com-
prised of such wishes. Second, there is a sense of intimacy; one-sided
though such intimacy may be, the patient feels the analyst knows her
better than anyone else in the world. Third, knowing the patient this
profoundly, the analyst remains nonjudgmental and accepting. Fourth,
because all the attention during the session is focused on the patient,
there is some narcissistic gratification attached to therapy. And, finally,
due to the privacy of the consulting room, the patient and doctor are se-
cluded. By definition, they form a dyad, one which has a distinct bound-
ary separating it from the external world; their interchanges are marked
by privacy, intensity, communion, a sense of mission, and shared se-
crets. And, just as there is a unique dynamic characterizing the transac-
tions between each pair of lovers, every therapeutic dyad, too, has its
unique rhythm and tone. The analyst is not exactly the same with any
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two patients, and of course it sometimes happens that the communica-
tion between the partners of a particular dyad is indeed extraordinary.
(This is something seasoned analysts know and sometimes discuss
among themselves, which somehow gets diluted in the analytic litera-
ture into generalities about analysts that tend to make them sound dis-
embodied, utterly impersonal, literally blank screens.) Transference
love may also be facilitated by the fact that very few demands are
placed on the patient, not for sex or any kind of emotional reciprocity.
Transference love can flourish as “a special hothouse variety of love.”
One can see that it in this way resembles other forms of truncated ro-
mance, for example of the pen-pals variety.

If therapy facilitated only the patient’s eroticism, we might attribute
that finding primarily to the regression that analysis fosters. But the fre-
quency of erotic feelings in the therapist as well (countertransferential
feelings) suggests that there are other factors of equal importance. For
the therapist, one of the facilitating factors is the immense security of
being admired and idealized. Moreover, the intimacy of the treatment
situation, the seclusion of the treatment dyad, and the sense of a joint
mission of some importance are predisposing factors for the analyst as
well as for the patient.

The frequent occurrence of transference love, and to a lesser degree
that of countertransference love, suggest that the impulse to fall in love
is much more omnipresent, though in latent form, than one might oth-
erwise imagine. It can then be seen to be released in the therapy struc-
ture, where the facilitating factors are so prodigious and the protection
accorded to the integrity of self so considerable—enough that patients
quite regularly take the risk of letting go enough to fall in love. The im-
pulse to fall in love is obviously a tender, tentative one, one that needs
a great deal of nourishment to grow. The analytic process provides much
of that nourishment. Moreover, the caretaking implicit and explicit in
therapy (whether one is patient or doctor, passive or active) stimulates
some of the component fantasies of love.

However, as we might imagine from the dynamics of transference
love, psychoanalytic therapy is not the only special situation that facil-
itates the experience of falling in love. Whenever a series of ongoing en-
counters between two people is structured in such a way as to foster
intimacy within the context of a holding environment (one in which
limits are set), love may be promoted.

This sometimes appears to be the case among clients of prostitutes
for whom the fantasy of the whore with the heart of gold gets elaborated
into love. The reasons why this development—so seemingly odd at first
thought—should take place with some frequency are not difficult to
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fathom. Among high-priced call girls, those with steady customers, the
following conditions obtain: the encounter is secret, exotic, and in-
timate. Like therapy, the meetings are concerned with the needs of the
client. And like therapy, the encounter has certain limits: in particular,
no demands are made on the client, the experience is designed for him.
Regressive wishes are fostered and honored; the call girl is accepting
and non-judgmental. Moreover, the best of the call girls—like the best
of therapists—often have uncanny insights into the needs and wishes of
their clients (one intuitively gifted call girl conceived the brilliant idea
of tying up her paraplegic client, thereby “normalizing” his disability).
Unlike the therapy situation, where the therapist may be older and is
seen as a power figure, thus suppressing the male client’s tendency to
fall in love, the call girl is young and is seen as less powerful, possibly
herself in need of being rescued. And although she appears accessible,
she is inaccessible too; she sets limits on her time and availability, and
these very limits make her more desirable. Like analysts, the best of the
call girls know about transference and how to handle it. And, in fact,
some of their guidelines resemble those of analysts: they tend to dis-
courage the personalization of the experience, they are loathe to take
advantage of their clients, and are fundamentally more interested in
other men (often their pimps) who appear to them as more powerful
than their relatively needy clients.

It’s also my impression, though this is harder to verify, that love
blooms with some regularity among alcoholics attending AA. Elmore
Leonard tells of one such love story in his novel Unknown Man, No. 89.
In it, a process server, Ryan, finds himself ruminating over an alcoholic
girl, Denise, whom he has met while trying to track down a tough guy,
Robert Leary, Jr. He must relocate Denise, whom he has discovered is
Leary’s wife. But his thoughts turn to Denise as a person.

He realized he wasn’t just thinking about her in relation to the money,
the fifteen thousand he’d get. He was thinking about her as a person.
She had called for help and he had let her down.

At that point in the novel, it appeared somewhat perplexing—at least
to this reader—as to why he should be so drawn to someone he had last
seen in an alcoholic stupor. Later when Ryan locates Denise at an AA
meeting, where she has gone for help, it becomes clear that he, too, had
been an alcoholic, and the deep roots of his attraction towards Denise
become more intuitively available to the reader. Speaking at the AA
meeting Denise says, “I have the feeling everything I say you’ve heard
before...but I guess that’s part of it too. We can empathize, put ourselves
in each other’s place.” Ryan falls in love with Denise and, together, they
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are able to outwit the bad guys and give up alcohol. In love affairs that
ignite in comparable circumstances, one of the facilitating factors ap-
pears to be the ease with which two people, already sharing similar ex-
periences and vulnerabilities, come to establish a sense of intimacy. Fear
and shame may be confessed within a setting that guarantees both un-
derstanding, acceptance, and support. And, of course, analogous to the
formal arrangements in the two other kinds of structured encounters al-
ready discussed—the therapeutic situation and the prostitute-client re-
lationship—the periodicity and regularity of AA meetings promotes
the simultaneous closeness and distance that may allow for both long-
ing and crystallization to take place.

By contrasting real-life love affairs with several kinds of structured
encounters that promote the experience of falling in love, we are made
aware of the many impulses to erotic sentiment which float through
mental life, destined for oblivion for lack of a controlled atmosphere in
which they can flourish. Love appears to be a perpetual possibility
waiting to be born, and flash fantasies of romantic encounters may
sometimes figure as prominently as flash fantasies of sexual ones. Such
impulses to love are formed in those situations in which a desirable ob-
ject simultaneously appears to be accessible and forbidden. But they are
ultimately nipped in the bud, except in circumstances that provide both
some guarantee of safety from rejection and some hope (or illusion) of
reciprocation, while allowing enough structured separation that the
imaginative work of falling in love can take place.
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C H A P T E R  1 1

Modes of 
Self-Realization
Women and Romance, Men and Power

Both sexes have the same capacity to experience the pleasures and
pains of romantic love. Women and men describe being in love in sim-
ilar terms. This is surely as we would expect since the deep impulses
that give rise to love and the capacity to synthesize those impulses de-
rive from our human nature; the potential for exaltation, transcendence,
and transformation is fundamentally unaltered by the accident of gen-
der. In love we are more alike than different.

Still, there are some important differences between women’s and
men’s experiences of romantic love, particularly in the incidence of the
different distortions to which love is prone. As explained in the preced-
ing chapter, women in treatment tend to experience the erotic transfer-
ence more readily than do men, while men seem more susceptible to the
temptations of the erotic countertransference. This observation paral-
lels a popular assumption about women and men: that women are more
at ease with the mutuality implicit in love, as well as the surrender, while
men tend to interpret mutuality as dependency and defend against it by
separating sex from love, or alternatively, by attempting to dominate
the beloved. Women may well be more vulnerable to distortions in the
direction of surrender, men to distortions in the direction of dominance.

These differences sometimes appear so great that some observers
believe the very nature of love is different for the two sexes. Nietzsche
expresses the latter view succinctly:
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The single word love in fact signifies two different things for man and
woman. What woman understands by love is clear enough:—it is not
only devotion, it is a total gift of body and soul, without reservation,
without regard for anything whatever. This unconditional nature of her
love is what makes it a faith, the only one she has. As for man, if he loves
a woman, what he wants is that love from her; he is in consequence far
from postulating the same sentiment for himself as for women; if there
should be men who also felt that desire for complete abandonment,
upon my word, they would not be men.

Simone de Beauvoir agrees with Nietzsche. According to her, “The
word love has by no means the same sense for both sexes, and this is one
cause of the serious misunderstanding that divides them.” Of course, the
focus for both de Beauvoir and Nietzsche is twofold: the female capac-
ity (and taste) for surrender and the male fear that surrender would un-
dercut the essence of masculinity—in Nietzsche’s words “they would not
be men.” De Beauvoir believes that total surrender is more in keeping
with female psychology, but locates that proclivity in woman’s situa-
tion, rather than in her nature. In de Beauvoir’s view, as in mine, the ex-
perience of love is potentially the same for both sexes, but in actuality is
shaped by each gender’s differing experiences in the family and in so-
ciety. It is clear from her exegesis that she believes surrender to be harm-
ful for women. To some degree she is no doubt correct, but the corollary
is also true: the male’s inhibited capacity for surrender is damaging to
him, for it tends to preclude the possibility of the kind of liberation from
the confines of self that comes with surrender.

Not just distortions in loving, but the basic experience may be shaped
to some degree by gender. Many observers, both casual and profes-
sional, agree that men and women generally value romantic love differ-
ently (at least consciously), tend to act it out in what might be called
typically “masculine” and “feminine” ways, and are often variously sus-
ceptible to its siren call. Although men and women face the same exis-
tential problems in life—death, aloneness, insufficiency, imperfection—
they attempt to solve these problems in different ways and utilize love
differently. Why? First, because there is a strong cultural component to
love, and there are different cultural imperatives for the sexes, different
prescriptions urged upon them. Second, the psychological development
of each sex preordains different central problems and different strate-
gies for resolving them. And finally the ongoing cultural context locks
in the preexisting tendencies toward difference.

Because of their different socializations, men and women are predis-
posed to different passionate quests—the passionate quest being, for us
in the West, that which constitutes the central theme of our lives. This
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passionate quest supplies the context for our pursuit of self-realization,
adventure, excitement, and ultimately transformation and even tran-
scendence. The passionate quest is always a romance in the larger
meaning of romance, but it is not always the quest for romantic love per
se. For women, however, the passionate quest is almost always pre-
dominantly interpersonal in nature, and generally involves romantic
love, while for men it is more often heroic, the pursuit of achievement
or power. One might say that men favor power over love and women
achieve power through love. (In years gone by, though it is not now an
obsolete phenomenon by any means, the woman indulging in megalo-
maniac visions of power imagined obtaining it vicariously, through be-
witching some great ruler and ruling through her command over him—
so the legend of Delilah, the actuality of Eva Peron.) Most commonly,
women incline toward defining themselves in terms of romance, men in
terms of work.

Sometimes these different imperatives for the sexes are covert,
sometimes they are all too explicit, as in this conversation between two
characters in Man’s Fate. (The conversation also embodies a profound
racial prejudice.)

“Far fewer women would indulge in copulation,” answered Ferral, “if
they could obtain in the vertical position the words of admiration which
they need and which demand a bed.”

“And how many men?”
“But man can and must deny woman: action, action alone justifies life

and satisfies the white man. What would we think if we were told of a
painter who makes no paintings? A man is the sum of his actions, of
what he has done, of what he can do. Nothing else. I am not what such
and such an encounter with a man or woman may have done to shape
my life; I am my roads.”

Socialization seems to be one of the predominant factors in creating the
different dreams by which each sex shapes its narrative life. There is a
second equally powerful source for these different modes of achieving
self-realization—one that resides in earliest psychological development.
Each sex has the fundamental task of organizing a gender identity, by
which I mean each of us constructs a way of being in the world which
is either feminine or masculine. The consolidation of an inner psycho-
logical identity is based by and large on a fundamental identification
with the same-sex parent. (One can argue endlessly about whether or
not this female/male dichotomy is an inescapable fact of human life. It
appears to be universal, having been demonstrated in every known cul-
ture. But the specific content of femininity and masculinity is culturally
variable—sometimes to a startling degree.)
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For the girl, whose earliest identifications are with her mother—
generally the primary caretaker—the task of identity consolidation is in
some ways more straightforward than for the boy. Most women feel the
pull to reduplicate the maternal identity by falling in love, pair-bonding,
and becoming mothers themselves. Love is experienced as part of the
girl’s destiny, the cornerstone for consolidating her female identity;
and, growing up as she does by the side of her mother, she learns first-
hand how to achieve this destiny. The skills she seeks are psychological,
the goal is mutuality, the model is the nurturing mother. The “calling”
most likely to compete with the primacy of romantic love is motherhood,
not work.

Just as the girl must establish a feminine identity, so, too, must the boy
establish a masculine identity. Part of what it means for a man to love
successfully is that he finally accepts both his father’s right to his mother,
and the fact that his mother has loved his father as she has not loved
him, the son. But he can only grant this “independence” to his parents
fullheartedly when he has integrated their story into his own, when he
has become his own father precisely in the act of loving the woman who
stands to him at the deepest level as a substitute for his mother. How-
ever, the resolution of the boy’s problem of achieving a masculine iden-
tity is not so direct as the girl’s consolidation of a feminine identity.

While the girl establishes her femininity through love, the boy must es-
tablish his masculine credentials by another route. In primitive societies,
there are initiation tests and ceremonies that prepare and signal the
boy’s accession to manhood; but in more developed societies the boy
enters the adult male world chiefly through his becoming economically
independent. Historically, this has often meant following in his father’s
footsteps—that is, taking the same kind of job, apprenticing to the same
trade. Thus, in a sense, the boy’s arrival in adolescence at a “penile equiv-
alence” with his father is marked by his entering into the father’s eco-
nomic role, a line of continuity which operates to reassure him of his
masculine identity at the same time that it equips him financially to re-
peat the parental pattern. But this is increasingly difficult to achieve in
complex societies.

Some of the inner conflicts experienced by men today may be the re-
sult of the prolongation of dependence upon the father’s economic au-
thority well beyond the period when it is optimally acceptable to the
boy’s psyche, and the attendant delay in the consolidation of masculine
identity—and autonomy—that this implies. To remain “dependent” well
into their twenties, through college, and more and more frequently
graduate school, imposes upon men an emotional and psychological
burden from which it may be difficult to recover—that is, out of which it
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may be difficult to emerge into true autonomy and from there into the
psychological freedom to fall in love.

The path by which the boy consolidates his masculine identity is
achievement-oriented. For the male, his quest, like that symbolized in
initiation rites, involves a test he must pass before being allowed to as-
sume his place in the world. It’s doubtful there is ever the same element
of risk in women’s rites de passage.

For the male, then, love is not usually the first prerequisite in consol-
idating his identity (though of course there are exceptions). Generally,
he must first seek affirmation of his masculinity through his autono-
mous exploits. And this remains for him an activity of highest priority,
taking precedence over romantic love. (For the male, in contrast to the
female, it is work rather than parenthood that most often conflicts with
romantic love.)

The difference between the sexes depends then not just on socializa-
tion, but the way in which socialization acts through early psychologi-
cal development. The fundamental psychological difference between
the sexes appears to be perpetuated by the fact that the girl is raised by
a caretaker of the same sex, the boy by a caretaker of the opposite sex.
This difference predisposes to greater ease for women in achieving a
feminine identity than for men in achieving a masculine one. Both the
mother-infant dyad and the Oedipal triangle are different for the two
sexes. This difference not only shapes the basic nature of the passionate
quest for the sexes, but it determines the discrepant psychological skills
necessary for the journey and calls into being the conscious and uncon-
scious fantasies about the demons and enablers who will be encoun-
tered along the way.

In response to the universal human state of existential aloneness and
the corresponding wish for wholeness, each sex looks to different modes
of establishing self-identity and transcendence. For the woman, both
needs—for self-identity and self-transcendence—can be fulfilled in the
trajectory of love that leads to marriage and motherhood. For the male,
self-identity and self-transcendence are established in different trajecto-
ries, self-identity in autonomous achievement, self-transcendence in love
or sometimes (abortively) in power. (Consequently for many males, love
may become contaminated by self-assertion and domination.) Though
both sexes may ultimately achieve love as a transcendental experience, a
mode of simultaneously enlarging and escaping the self, the degree to
which one or the other—escape or enlargement—is stressed may again
depend upon gender. The tapestry of an individual’s love chronicles, his
need for love, capacity for it, and specific vulnerabilities, are always wo-
ven of a complex mix of social and psychological imperatives, pen-
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chants, and possibilities. Many of these are contingent on gender, and
gender issues in turn have both social and psychological components.

WOMEN AND ROMANCE

Life’s central romance, at least for many women, is the quest for an ideal
love relationship. It is the only quest readily available to most women
except for motherhood, and this generally (though of course not al-
ways) awaits pair bonding. The rewards of this feminine quest are ele-
gantly stated by Rachel Brownstein in her book Becoming a Heroine:
“The marriage plot most novels depend on is about finding validation
of one’s uniqueness and importance by being singled out among all
other women by a man. The man’s love is proof of the girl’s value, and
payment for it. Her search for perfect love through an incoherent, hos-
tile wilderness of days is the plot that endows the aimless [life] with
aim.” Brownstein, like many others, emphasizes the crucial distinction
between the female search for feminine identity through intimacy and
the male search for masculine identity through achievement. (The
woman finds her identity through the self-in-relationship.)

It is in the problems a woman encounters in her amorous quest that
the history of her psychological development is most clearly reflected.
These problems can be seen in their purest form in romance novels—
that enormously popular genre whose enduring appeal reveals the fe-
male appetite for romantic love. As shown in Janice A. Radway’s study
of the romance novel, the central plot generally revolves around the
ability of a beautiful young woman to melt the cold and indifferent
stance of the slightly menacing, withdrawn hero. The plots of these
books, like those of fairy tales, recapitulate both the cultural directive that
women are to seek romance and the major psychological barriers they
must face before bringing that quest to a successful conclusion.

Radway describes the typical heroine as feisty, independent, and
spirited—this, paradoxically, despite her ultimate goal of surrendering
her autonomy to the powerful hero, of losing herself in a romantic
union. The man who is sought is distinguished by his extreme mascu-
line characteristics (a stallion of a man, like Rhett Butler in Gone with the
Wind); this preference is striking because it seems almost to preclude ful-
fillment of those desires for tender nurturance that are part of the central
longings in love. In fact, the nature of both these archetypes—fiery, in-
dependent heroine and powerful, aloof, even frightening hero—points
to the same need: to separate the conscious experience of romantic love
from its infantile origins. Apparently, for any of us, female or male, to
identify with a romantic story, we must be reassured that the nurtur-
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ance sought is of a different order from that offered by maternal love.
Just as in real life the tomboy stage seems to separate a girl from her

identification with (and dependence on) her mother, the literary charac-
terization of the heroine as willful and high-spirited assures us that she is
already emancipated, a free woman. (These personality characteristics
make it easy to see why Bette Davis and Katharine Hepburn made such
marvelous heroines in the films of the forties.) Alternatively, the heroine
may be orphaned, alone in the world—another route that establishes her
separateness. Similarly the stereotypic fantasy of the sought-after roman-
tic hero is so different from the imago of the nurturant mother that we are
prevented from seeing any continuity between the longing for maternal
solicitude and the longing for romantic solicitude. Thus the archetypical
romantic fantasy provides for tender nurturance, simultaneously pro-
claiming that the heroine’s internal separation from her pre-Oedipal
mother has taken place and confirming her femininity and heterosexual-
ity. Moreover, the drastic Otherness of the male lover wards off the
dreaded consequences of fusion—loss of self—at the same time that it
provides a vehicle for transcendence. Union, even merger, with some-
body distinguished by such dramatic qualities of Otherness may help to
preserve the sense of intactness of the boundaries of the self. (In real life
this romantic solution to developmental needs may not work out so
neatly. Men distinguished by so many characteristics of extreme “mascu-
linity” may prove insufficiently nurturing. Consequently, many women
must eventually get their nurturance at one remove—not by re-finding
their mother, but by becoming one. But this is another subject altogether.)

The heroine must not only grapple with those issues of separation
just described, but, in order to come into her own as a woman, must also
deal with internal prohibitions against sexuality (generally emanating
from fear of the internalized Oedipal mother). The plot of the novel
Rebecca, by Daphne Du Maurier, dramatically illustrates the conflicts
present in the feminine quest for romantic love. Rebecca brings to life the
unconscious female longing for paternal rescue from a malevolent fe-
male Oedipal figure. The impoverished heroine (interestingly enough
never designated by a Christian name throughout the novel), an orphan
employed as a companion for the shallow, snobbish, and demanding
Mrs. Van Hooper (the first of many withholding, disapproving “bad”
mothers in the novel), meets Max de Winter, the older, recently widowed
owner of Manderley, a beautiful and famous English estate, at a resort
hotel where they are all staying. Because Mrs. Van Hooper falls ill, the
heroine’s time is her own and she is startled when Max chooses to
spend time with her, taking her for long morning drives. To her utter
amazement, Max falls in love with her, proposes, and takes her home to
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Manderley and, thereby, it might be noted, rescues her from her en-
slavement to the altogether unsympathetic and selfish Mrs. Van
Hooper. She has already noticed Max’s moodiness and periodic with-
drawal, and mistakenly, almost tragically, attributes it to his ongoing
grief for his dead wife, Rebecca. At Manderley, the shadow of Rebecca
hovers over her happiness even more, intensified by the machinations
of the housekeeper, the evil Mrs. Danvers, who had been Rebecca’s
loyal and loving servant. Curiously enough—or perhaps typically
enough—the heroine cannot confide her misgivings and unease in her
husband, feeling herself to be a poor replacement for the brilliant, beau-
tiful Rebecca; consequently, it is only in the context of a hair-raising and
threatening series of events that she discovers the true fate of Rebecca.

Naturally, as in all happy fantasies of Oedipal victory, it turns out
that Max was never in love with Rebecca at all. In fact, because Rebecca
had taunted Max with the fact that she was pregnant by another man
(even this turns out to be one of Rebecca’s vicious lies), far from mourn-
ing Rebecca’s untimely death, Max had actually been the cause of it. In
this female fantasy, no real rapprochement is ever made between the
heroine and the rivalrous and menacing female Oedipal figures who
haunt or torment her; instead the heroine is rescued by recourse to a
union with a protective paternal figure, and triumphs over her rivals.
These fantasies apparently subsume the child’s longing for the mother,
which has been renounced but lingers on, into the tender nurturance
she seeks from the father-husband. Yet, in Rebecca, the ultimate limita-
tion to this resolution is clear. The Oedipal victory is incomplete; Mrs.
Danvers burns Manderley to the ground and the lovers live out their lives
cast out of the Garden of Eden. (This sequence parallels the dangers of the
erotic transferences women form toward their male analysts if they re-
main unanalyzed. If they fail to achieve a positive identification with a
beloved or respected maternal figure, their unconscious guilt at being
Oedipal winners spoils their happiness in one way or another.)

Rebecca, first published in 1938, proved enduringly popular with the
public. In fact, it was the phenomenal success of this novel that is said
to have inspired the launching of two series of romance novels, at Ace
and Doubleday, in the early 60s at a time when mystery novels were de-
clining in sales and the publishers were looking for a best-selling genre
to replace them. I make the assumption that no novel can win such a huge
female audience without touching some fundamental chords in female
fantasy. This is, of course, the premise the publishers were working on,
and it surely proved out commercially. The chords struck by Rebecca
and other more simplistic imitations from the same genre sound out the
themes of separation and Oedipal conflict. They reverberate through-
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out all female erotic fantasy, and generally reach resolution (or some-
times merely suppression) only with the arrival of Prince Charming.

Fairy tales as well as romance novels are very revealing on the sub-
ject of the intersection of the pre-Oedipal and Oedipal struggle in fe-
male life. Bruno Bettelheim in his classic study The Uses of Enchantment
points out the difference between girls’ and boys’ Oedipal problems as
revealed in fairy tales. “What blocks the oedipal girl’s uninterrupted
blissful existence with Father is an older, ill-intentioned female (i.e,
Mother). But since the little girl also wants very much to continue en-
joying Mother’s loving care, there is also a benevolent female in the past
or background of the fairy tale, whose happy memory is kept intact, al-
though she has become inoperative.” (In contrast, Bettelheim notes how
seldom the wicked stepmother figures in fairy-tales with a male protag-
onist.) In other words, the girl splits her image of the mother into the
good pre-Oedipal mother and the wicked stepmother. The girl’s inter-
nal maternal demons find symbolic expression in many of those fairy
tales that focus on courtship and marriage. The fairy tales depict the
heroine as bound to the past, sometimes by virtue of an evil perpetrated
on her by one or the other of her parents (or parent surrogates—witches,
enchantresses, step-parents). Until set free by love. Rapunzel was
locked away in a tower by a wicked enchantress, awaiting rescue by the
prince; Cinderella, too, was in the clutches of her past, in her case bound
to do wretched service for her wicked stepmother. One thinks again of
Mrs. Van Hooper and Mrs. Danvers in Rebecca. In all these stories, the
girl’s actual father, like her mother, is ineffectual (his ineffectuality has
the added advantage of providing a defense against any residual inces-
tual longings) and so her rescue must await the prince.

Daphne Du Maurier, whose imaginative powers seem to have
tapped directly into the female psyche, played an interesting variation
on the Oedipal theme in still another best-selling novel, Jamaica Inn.
There, the heroine Mary Yellan goes to live with her mother’s sister Pa-
tience and Patience’s husband, Joss Merlyn. The once beautiful Patience
is now aged, fearful, and broken, living in dread of her boozing bullying
husband at Jamaica Inn, which is an isolated, desolate place on the
moors, deserted save for intermittent dark-of-night visitations from her
husband’s nefarious acquaintances. Mary is horrified by her new sur-
roundings; only through her quiet dignity and inner resources does she
escape some of the worse hazards of her situation.

And here, of course, Du Maurier has given us the theme of the men-
acing, threatening Oedipal father, potential rapist and brute, coupled
with an Oedipal mother who is good but too weak to protect either Mary
or herself. But just as there is an internalized good mother and bad mother
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image for most of us, so, too, is there a good father as well as bad father
image. In Jamaica Inn, the bad father is personified in the figures of the
drunken uncle and Frances Davay, the evil vicar of Altarnum. But Mary
is ultimately rescued by her uncle’s brother, Jem. While Jem is initially
viewed as threatening—and he is, in fact, a horse thief—nonetheless he is
a good man and literally rides to the rescue in the happy ending. (While I
might write about Du Maurier’s plots tongue-in-cheek, she is, nonethe-
less, a magnificent storyteller and I find myself just as spellbound by her
tales as any other reader. These primal fantasies take us past our surface
sophistication because they speak to something so deep within us.)

In real life, too, and not just in fairy tales and novels, we are bound to
and by our past, generally through the internalized images of our par-
ents, who continue to exert an influence on our lives. Only when an in-
ternal psychological separation is finally effected can the Oedipal
constraints be symbolically overcome and love prevail. But whereas ro-
mance novels and fairy tales generally have happy endings—though not
always, the denouement in Rebecca and some others of the genre being
ambiguous—in real life even relatively healthy women often continue to
suffer from unresolved aspects of Oedipal (and pre-Oedipal) conflicts.
Some women, as many observers have remarked, prefer nonsexual ca-
resses and verbal reassurances of love and commitment to sexual ones.
While this may perhaps reflect some fundamental differences in female
and male priorities regarding sex, it certainly also suggests that such
women have not fully escaped the threat posed by their personal equiv-
alents of Rebecca and Mrs. Danvers, of nay-saying internalized Oedipal
mothers. Sexual inhibition may be the price some women pay for the
shortcuts they take to self-identity. These women may opt to find self-
hood through a headlong rush into romance rather than through the kind
of autonomy possible only to those who have integrated identifications
with good and strong women into their sense of who they are. Autonomy
through vicarious identification with one’s lover is ultimately no substi-
tute for one’s own accomplishments, particularly in today’s world, and it
sometimes tends to preclude the full development of parts of the self.

Moreover, in their refusal to confront the spectre of female competi-
tion, some women may be left with the nagging fear that another woman
will intervene and steal away the beloved. Even women who are firmly
ensconced in a love relationship often fear or anticipate its end without
any external cause for doing so, just as the second Mrs. de Winter feared
the hold of Rebecca on Max. Fear of loss of love can take the form of fear
of abandonment or rejection by the beloved, even when this is an ex-
tremely remote possibility. If threatened by abandonment, real or imag-
ined, women may feel not only unloved but bad and unlovable.
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Women’s preoccupation with pair-bonding and the fear of its disrup-
tion can perhaps best be understood in the context of specific features
of the female Oedipal constellation. The fact that the girl relinquishes
her first object—her mother—in favor of her father has several impor-
tant ramifications. First of all, in giving up her mother for her father, she
is giving up a love object whose feeling for her was unconditional and
automatic in favor of one whose love she must act to win. Moreover, she
realizes that her mother, now her erotic rival, remains her major source
of dependent gratification, a situation that intensifies her fears of retal-
iation. The fear of losing the dependency object (the mother) leads to a
dread of loss of love and consequently of sustenance, a fear that is dis-
placed from mother onto all subsequent love objects. This formulation
of the problem emphasizes the uncertainty of the girl’s relationship
with her father, and also the girl’s special vulnerability to the threats of
the Oedipal period, when her rival is also still her much-needed care-
taker, which would account for the preponderance of wicked stepmoth-
ers in fairy tales with female protagonists. But this formulation is in direct
opposition to the classical one in which the girl, already “castrated” and
therefore having nothing to lose, is said to bypass Oedipal competition
comparable to what the boy experiences. My reading is completely dif-
ferent from the classical one; insofar as competition is differentially ex-
perienced, I believe girls are more vulnerable, because what is at risk is
their very sustenance. (In my opinion, it may be this dilemma that
makes females so susceptible to anorexia.)

To recapitulate: The girl’s difficulty (fear of competition) at the
threshold of the Oedipal period is reinforced by the consequences of her
renunciation of her mother and simultaneous turn to her father. She
feels she has abandoned her mother for an uncertain substitute and she
fears retaliation. Further, the renunciation of her mother is felt as a loss.
One could therefore say that all heterosexual women have experienced
the loss of their first love object, whereas the same cannot be said for
men. It is this early loss (and fear of retribution) along with the threat of
the loss of the new dependency object that appears to be at the core of
the female’s pervasive dread of losing love. In some women, the fear is
activated not by any slight on the part of husband or lover, but by an
adulterous impulse on her own part. In contrast to men, this dynamic
(adulterous impulse leading to fear of losing love) occurs so regularly
that it seems to recapitulate some earlier confusion: Did the girl re-
nounce her mother or was she rejected by her? For women, the lifelong
problematic seems to be the uncertainty about achieving and conserv-
ing a love relationship.
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MEN AND POWER

Cinderella and the Prince, Penelope and Odysseus: She must be good
and patient, sometimes no more than meltingly beautiful, but He must
quest. His road to love is through actively establishing his masculine
worth, thereupon being enabled to claim his prize. Sex roles may have
changed to some degree, but the quintessential love plots appear to
have considerable durability.

Just as women’s popular fiction appears to be preoccupied with ro-
mantic love, so men’s appears to concentrate on the adventurous
(though the adventures are interspersed with encounters with women
who supply spice and sex). Much of popular male fiction stresses the he-
roic, the adventurous, the virile, and sometimes the cruel. (I would in-
clude here writers such as Harold Robbins, Norman Mailer, and Eric van
Lustbader.) I have suggested elsewhere that the appropriate name for
this genre might be “Herotica.” Just as the female romance novel has
been called the female “pornography,” I think a case could be made for
“Herotica” as the male “romance.” (The one recent, and in my judgment
excellent, novel which appears to be a hybrid and incorporates elements
of both Harlequin and Herotica is John Le Carré’s The Little Drummer Girl.
It is a gothic embedded within a thriller format.) This difference in fan-
tasy fodder reflects the differences both in the “romances” to which
each sex is socialized and in their psychological development as well.

For men, the typical adventurous journey recounted in fairy tale and
epic is prelude to and embodiment of the amorous quest; the male must
establish his masculine identity before he is internally free to love. In the
archetypal adventure, the hero, alone, sets out somewhat innocently,
unaware of the immense tests he will inevitably face. The hero, like the
lover, is often looking for something lost—magic sword or holy grail
(his full phallic strength perhaps); he is bent on defeating a threatening
dragon or confronting other grave dangers (to self or country, king or
maiden). The danger he faces is externalized. It is not Father who pre-
sents the problem, but the evil dragon.

In the course of the young man’s journey he encounters many obsta-
cles and through confronting them, learns the full measure of his per-
sonal resources, which often depend on magic he has received—either
because of his goodness or kindness—from someone older and wiser.
(In the amorous quest, the figure of the enabler might be thought of as
a benevolent Oedipal figure who gives sanction to the quest.) The hero’s
excitement derives in part from the dangers he faces, in part from the
challenge to his own strength, and the need to draw on undiscovered
regions of himself. His journey is based on mystery, transgression, illu-
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sion and elusiveness, struggle, and the promise of a magic resolution at
the end. The joys of claiming the prize are of course enhanced by the
hardships along the way. And, as Bettelheim has pointed out, that prize
is often a female who has been held in captivity—what better stand-in
for Mother, who is surely not with Father of her own accord?

In love, too, the lover encounters much that is strange, mysterious,
even threatening and therefore exciting, on his journey. He, too, must
test his mettle. In order to possess the Other, he must confront certain
prohibitions and demons. But unlike the hero, whose demons are found
in the external world, the lover’s demons are frequently found to reside
in his own unconscious. Just as the hero, confronted by external de-
mons, draws on the magic of the sorcerer, so, too, the lover, whose de-
mons are within, must fight using those internal resources that have
been given him—positive identifications and the benevolent imagoes of
good parents—as a legacy of growing up. (Both the demons and en-
ablers are, of course, different sides of the internalized parental imagoes.
In the Wife of Bath’s Tale the old hag who gives the protagonist the magic
secret is finally transformed into the beloved—a most dramatic instance
of re-finding!) In the end, the lover, like the hero, discovers new capac-
ities in himself and, therefore, the basis for an expanded sense of self-
worth. In successful quests, the lover’s personality is reorganized at a
more complex level; as an adult who has come into his own and achieved
a new maturity, he then takes his place as ruler of the kingdom.

Just as the heroine confronts and resolves certain basic psychologi-
cal conflicts, so, too, does our hero. But the boy’s inner psychological
journey of separation, individuation, Oedipal thrust, and ultimate re-
union is somewhat different from the girl’s. In marked contrast to
women, the problem of obtaining nurturance does not appear to loom
as large for men. And why should it? Women are socialized and psycho-
logically groomed to give nurturance, men to receive it. The hero’s
problems have more to do with establishing his masculinity, with the
potential threat of castration from another male, a father “competitor,”
with devising strategies for defeating the father competitor and taking
his place, and with the question of whether or not he is powerful
enough to fulfill—fill up—a woman. This is as true for Tristan as for that
foiled lover, the tireless seducer Don Juan.

By and large, most psychoanalytic accounts of male development
focus on the boy’s struggle with his father, as do the heroic accounts of
male adventure. The fundamental problem is viewed as the struggle to
achieve phallic strength and power vis-á-vis other men.

To understand male development in more depth, one must also take
into account the primary impact of the mother-son relationship at dif-
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ferent points in the boy’s development. Too often, the female has been
portrayed more as a prize than a protagonist in the boy’s development.

Yet there are essentially two very different images of woman that
run through male fantasy life: woman as temptress, seductress, femme
fatale; and woman as nurturer, comforter, earth mother, eternal mother.
In the first category are images of the sirens, the Bride of Darkness, the
Whore of Babylon, Medusa, Delilah, Carmen, Cleopatra—all the im-
ages of the Dark Lady to be found in literature. In the second category
are the Muses, Lady Luck, Beatrice, the pure Virgin, Goethe’s Lotte
whom Werther first sees distributing bread to children. (These same im-
ages are also part of the woman’s repertoire of potential imaginative
roles; in Gone with the Wind we have Scarlett and Melanie. Curiously
enough, I’ve encountered only a few women who have identified with
Melanie rather than Scarlett.) In Frank R. Stockton’s short story “The
Lady or the Tiger” the whole plot turns on the hero’s ability to guess
who the lady really is: Is she the loving self-sacrificing woman who will
try to save him by relinquishing him to another woman, or is she the
serpent woman who will let him go to his death rather than let another
woman have him? Perhaps Ibsen in Peer Gynt comes closest to portray-
ing men’s fantasy life when he divides his protagonist’s life between An-
itra, the sensual woman, and Solveig, the maternal one. And, as noted in
the previous chapter, we have Jung’s theoretical distinction between
different types of women, which provided the rationale for his forty-
year triangular involvement with the maternal woman (his wife Emma)
and the eros-muse (his mistress Toni).

How is it that the bountiful nurturant mother of childhood is so often
imaginatively transformed into the snake woman, the emblematic kiss
of death? Or, alternatively, how is it that so few men seem able to find
satisfaction with one woman only? Just as the girl may register problems
with the Oedipal father and not just the Oedipal mother, so, too, does the
boy’s erotic development show the traces of tensions with both Oedipal
parents. The history of the boy’s development as regards his mother is
fairly complex. Freud, Horney, and, more recently, some of the French
theorists have suggested that the first blow to the boy’s narcissism is his
inability to secure his mother’s exclusive love. In other words, the boy’s
fear of his father and the threat of castration (at the hands of the father)
are not the only factors in the boy’s renunciation of his mother. He also
withdraws his emotional investment in her because he does not have the
genital equipment to compete with his father. His sense is that his
mother rejects him because his penis is too small, that he is altogether an
inadequate replacement for his father. In essence, the boy, like the girl,
must renounce his libidinal tie to his mother, though for different rea-
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sons and at a different time—the boy both out of fear of Oedipal retalia-
tion and out of his mortified realization that he is inadequate to replace
his father. This is a narcissistic wound that persists; it may be revealed
later in life through fears about the size and adequacy of his penis, and
metaphorically, through perpetual questing for the sword, the grail, and
so on. For many men, the sense of masculine inadequacy never abates
despite years of adequate sexual performance and stable relationships.

In addition, the boy’s sense of masculine inadequacy may become
linked to aggression directed towards women. The blow to the boy’s
sense of genital adequacy (and to his masculine self-regard) may serve
to remind him of earlier frustration (oral, anal) sustained at the hands of
that same mother. Consequently, in accordance with the talion principle
of an eye for an eye, a tooth for a tooth, as Horney puts it, “The result is
that his phallic impulses to penetrate merge with his anger at frustration,
and the impulses take on a sadistic tinge.” This might be regarded as
nearly universal, but essentially transient. However, if the anger and sa-
dism are great, the female genitals and the female herself (again by vir-
tue of the talion principle) will become a secondary source of castration
anxiety and the mother, along with the father, will be seen as a potential
castrator. And so it is that the Dark Lady is born in the imagination.

While sexual sadism is hardly universal among adult men, nor the
fantasy of the Dark Lady either, the anxiety connected to masculine self-
regard seems to be. According to Horney, “the dread of being rejected
and derided is a typical ingredient in the analysis of every man, no mat-
ter what his mentality or the structure of his neurosis.” The dread of
rejection is, for men, connected with anxiety about inadequate endow-
ment and performance—whether sexual, emotional, or economic. And,
as I have already suggested, the typical male fantasy—as depicted in
myth and Herotica—entails the protagonist’s journey either to recover
or validate his masculine prowess.

Confirming masculinity rather than achieving love appears to be the
male’s central dilemma, a preoccupation that permeates many aspects
of his life. In order to compensate for anxieties about his masculine ade-
quacy, men resort to power remedies. I use the term “power” in the sense
of a set of impulses intended not just to defeat male competitors, but also
to control women, so as to insure the availability of the source of grati-
fication without jeopardizing his own independence. The man’s control
of the woman becomes a device compensating him for his childhood
sense of inadequacy and inferiority vis-á-vis both parents. Out of re-
venge, the man reverses his infantile experience: he stands ready to de-
mand sexual and amorous fidelity while disavowing it himself. His
defensive structure is essentially counterphobic.
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For all these developmental reasons, men seem to be more suscepti-
ble to initiating reverse triangles for safety’s sake and more vulnerable
to the corruption of love through power than are women. In his com-
pensatory fantasy (or desire), the male may split his erotic and sexual
desire among a number of different women, usually those whom he
sees as occupying a position inferior to his own. This allows him to con-
trol the source of his gratification by insuring that there are backup ob-
jects in the event that one vanishes. To this end, he fantasizes about
omni-available women and dreams of sex with two women at a time.
Often he seeks simultaneous love relationships with two women or, al-
ternately, he tries to thoroughly dominate and possess one woman.

The male’s fear of the female (and his anger at her) stems from differ-
ent developmental levels: fear of the pre-Oedipal mother of infancy who
abandons/engulfs; of the phallic-narcissistic mother who confirms/den-
igrates masculinity; of the Oedipal mother who cannot be fulfilled, who
rejects and falsely seduces, and who prefers the father. Out of these fears
arises the male propensity to divorce romantic longing from sexual long-
ing. Alternatively, some men protect themselves either through overt
domination over the beloved or through recourse to reverse triangles.

By and large, women escape into love, whereas men fear being
made vulnerable by love. Women establish their feminine identity
through loving, whereas men must secure their masculine identifica-
tion in order to be able to fall in love.

CULTURAL CONDITIONING

As already suggested, to the degree that differences exist in the female
and male experience of love, they are not due simply to differences in
psychological development but to differences in cultural conditioning.
What then, of the current gender revolution and its impact on the expe-
rience of love? We are indeed witnessing a change in the prescribed gen-
der roles for women and men, but primarily as these involve women.
For women, the gender revolution prescribes a shift in the concept of
the ideal feminine role. Traditionally, woman is said to have thought of
herself as the “Other,” seeking vicarious fulfillment through her nur-
turance of both husband and children. In the feminist view fulfillment
must be sought through autonomous achievement as well, and work
and career have consequently assumed greater significance in women’s
lives. Nonetheless, when it comes to love, the impact of the gender rev-
olution has not had so large an influence. Although some women and
men feel they have blasted through social and psychological stereo-
types, more often love stories appear to be the same. Moreover, it is not
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altogether clear precisely what the aims of change are (or might be) as
regards love. There appear to be two different schools of thought, with
some theorists arguing that women should be freed from the harmful
injunction to seek romantic love, while others (perhaps fewer in num-
ber) urge men to give up some measure of worldly success in return for
the pleasures of intimate bonding (fatherhood and perhaps romantic
love as well).

Many feminists, while willing to confirm the potential benefits of af-
fectionate bonding and love, object to romantic love because they feel
that it demeans and enslaves women. Too often, they feel, the woman
finds meaning in life only as the romantic object of a sovereign male. Be-
cause love is central to her identity, woman subjects herself to a man’s
whims in order to placate him and preserve “their” love. Preserving the
relationship then takes priority over authentic feeling. Insofar as women
lack avenues for the consolidation of autonomy, they cannot be free to
love because they are forced to forego spontaneity and authenticity in
favor of manipulation through submission and ingratiation. Some fem-
inists, like Shulamith Firestone, claim that romance rationalizes woman’s
suppression. She is among those who point to the glamorization of love
and courtship as a disguise for women’s subordination in marriage.
“Who can resist this conclusion?” asks Phyllis Rose, and—perhaps sar-
donically—answers her own question: “Only millions of romantics can
resist it—and other millions who might see it as the bone thrown to men
to distract them from the bondage of their lives.”

Approaching the problem of the difference between the female and
male commitment to love from the opposite vantage point, that of its
deleterious effects on men, some feminists (interestingly enough in-
cluding Firestone) also point out that the inequality between the sexes
interferes with the oppressor male’s ability to love. I am in sympathy
with both these positions, which are not so contradictory as they appear
to be at first glance. Essentially, each is a plea that one sex move away
from its gender’s major distortion and vulnerability in loving. While
women are urged to move away from any tendency towards submis-
sion or enslavement, men are urged to open themselves to the riches of
intimacy and love. Surrender in love (as distinguished from submis-
sion) can then be seen as a valuable goal for both sexes—the ultimate act
of courage and generosity, and of liberation, too.

Thus far, however, despite the injunctions that women become more
like men, or men more like women, our patterns of loving have proved
relatively resistant to change. Perhaps the chief complaint against
women is that they continue to value love too highly and think about it
(whatever their personal situation) too obsessively. For women, the
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“desired” change has not yet been forthcoming for a number of differ-
ent reasons. Among them is the fact that equality has not yet been
achieved in the work place or in economic life (for reasons that I need
not go into here) and the fact that, even if it had, professional achieve-
ment is not an adequate substitute for intimacy in women’s lives.

Those who have pinned their hopes on professional achievement as
a means of freeing women from their enslavement to love cannot be
fully satisfied with the results. The contention that successful profes-
sional women, by virtue of their strong career identities, would be less
vulnerable to the tortures of uncertain love than other women has not
been demonstrated. However, since professional distinction and fame
have been no inoculation against tormented love affairs for men, it is
hard to see why they should be for women.

Then, too, many women are still fearful of succeeding professionally
because of the negative impact they believe—correctly, as it turns out—
this might have on their intimate relationships. Gertrude Ticho, a psycho-
analyst, reported the following history of a shy, unassuming physician:

When she was accepted by a prestigious medical school, she was so
afraid of failure that she worked very hard. To her amazement, she be-
came the second best student in her class. Some of the male students
made sarcastic remarks about competitive women, and from then on,
afraid that she would be rejected by her peers and be all alone, she de-
liberately kept her grades down.

The threat of social ostracism particularly by men, is especially potent
because women are still socialized to believe that feminine success is
defined primarily by the degree of their desirability to males and, ulti-
mately, by the marriage they make. So it is that the status quo is perpet-
uated by the still dominant cultural imperatives of the society in which
we live.

Not just early socialization but on-going social realities continue to
play an important role in reinforcing the female preoccupation with
pair-bonding. Single women are still considered freaky—”losers,” rather
than “choosers” of their solitary state. And there are concrete liabilities
in being a woman alone—among them the social devaluation that still
makes the single woman less sought after by the average hostess or
host, the threat of random male violence that renders a woman’s phys-
ical safety precarious when she is alone in certain situations, and the
economic privations she suffers since she is still far from being a man’s
equal in earning power.

Women are not only concerned with establishing relationships, but
also are more involved in attempting to preserve them. Psychologically,
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of course, both sexes are equally at risk after unhappy love. But tradi-
tionally, and even to some degree today, women often have more to
lose—at least in the coin of the external world—when love ends badly.
The phrase “seduced and abandoned” conjures up many of those old
dreads haunting women—dreads we sometimes think of as anachronis-
tic—but they were real enough only yesterday and some are still with
us today. Though anatomy is surely not destiny, biology sometimes is.
Women have always risked pregnancy as the outcome of a sexual love
affair. And that particular sorrowful scenario—seduced, abandoned,
and with child—is still the unhappy sequela of many love affairs. The
educated classes and the upper-middle classes have a tendency to for-
get recent history; but to remember the dilemmas their mothers and
grandmothers faced, they have only to look at the plight of their own
contemporaries who are less materially advantaged, less well informed,
or more desperate.

And finally we come to one of the major problems that confronts
women today, and contributes to the transformation of a perfectly
healthy longing for love into a kind of deadly preoccupation. The fre-
quent female obsession with love is in part the result of a demographic
imbalance with profound psychological ramifications: unlike men,
women live in a scarcity economy; there simply aren’t enough men to
go around. This problem is compounded by the fact that men often con-
sider women less desirable as they grow older. Here is Edmund Wilson,
aged sixty, on the subject of women and age, sounding a trifle self-
congratulatory for being different from his peers:

Unlike some elderly men, I have no appetite for young girls; the women
who occasionally attract me are invariably middle-aged married
women. The women of my own age, however—or the age that corre-
sponds with mine—are now too old to attract me: their breasts have col-
lapsed, their hair is turning gray, they have gone through a change of life
and are likely to have had hysterectomies that have left them unrespon-
sive and juiceless.

After a certain age women know their chances of finding love (and
sex) are radically reduced. The term “double standard of aging”—
coined by Susan Sontag—describes the reality of older men being at-
tractive to younger women, without the converse—older women being
attractive to younger men—being true. This double standard puts
women at an enormous disadvantage. To put it bluntly, in our society it
is much easier for a man to replace a woman than the other way around.
Both sexes subconsciously know this, and that knowledge forces
women to become the “keepers” of the relationship, not out of greater
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love but out of a greater fear of the consequences of disrupting that re-
lationship. While men may have the same (perhaps even greater) de-
pendency needs and affiliative yearnings as women, they are less fearful
that these will go unfulfilled. In order to achieve equality between the
sexes it is not only economic power and job opportunities that must be
equalized, but access to the possibility of finding love and sex through-
out the life cycle.

Unfortunately, redressing this imbalance may prove more difficult
than it first appears, my suspicion being that the male aversion to fe-
male aging is deeply rooted. In part, the aging woman probably comes
to represent an incestual maternal figure. Perhaps more importantly,
past the child-bearing age, the woman no longer offers the imaginative
possibility for a child, which seems important to men whether or not a
real child is desired. As already suggested, the fantasy of having a child
together can concretize the possibility of the longed-for merger between
lovers. For the male, his impregnation of the female also signifies his
potency (masculinity) as well as his possession of her. (The escalating
aversion to aging female flesh is so critically important to our under-
standing of the possibilities of love between the sexes that I long to see
an in-depth study of the aversion, something citing data from different
epochs, different cultures, and perhaps some studies of the special char-
acteristics—if any—of those men who have been able to love a woman
across a significant age gap. And there are well-known examples: Ben-
jamin Disraeli and Mrs. Wyndham Lewis, Claude Lanzmann and Simone
de Beauvoir, among others.)

Yet, despite the cultural factors that tend to lock women into pair-
bonding, many women intuitively know the difference between love
that leads to self-realization and love that leads to self-impoverishment—
or they come to know the difference through experience. For women,
the problem in romantic love has not been the possession of too limit-
less a capacity for surrender, but rather the dire economic and psycho-
logical straits in which they may find themselves should love fail. A
true romantic union, one that allows the growth of both participants,
has more chance of success when each is capable of being functional in
his or her own right. Marriage or some form of pair-bonding is not then
the end point (though some therapists may ill-advisedly pronounce
their female patients “cured” when they achieve it), but it is rather the
institution or arrangement in which two people are sometimes fortu-
nate enough to find the conditions for their individual and mutual
growth and fulfillment.

As regards men, opening up and indulging in the kind of intimacy
that so many women crave entails acknowledgment of self-doubt, in-
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security, and weakness that is sometimes not compatible with their self-
definition of masculinity. Moreover, as some men probably correctly
intuit, many women, despite what they say and consciously believe, are
attracted more to macho men than to “feminized,” soft, intuitive, and
liberal ones (perhaps as earlier suggested because such men may too
closely resemble the “nurturant mother”). And, in fact, while some men
who appear to be liberated from gender stereotypes actually are, still
others are simply masking gender conflicts and dependency problems
with a rhetorical overlay.

There are some fundamental issues about love and the gender dif-
ference that are only now beginning to be explored in the psychological
and feminist literature. In an intriguing article entitled “The Feminiza-
tion of Love,” Francesca Cancian argues that those scholars (and femi-
nists) who espouse verbal intimacy as the sine qua non of love, by
emphasizing that women’s identity is based on attachment, men’s on
separation, may inadvertently “reinforce the distinction between femi-
nine expressiveness and masculine instrumentality, revive the ideology
of separate spheres, and legitimate the popular idea that only women
know the right way to love.” In fact, it is almost a cliché of popular
women’s magazines that women have a gift for verbal intimacy which
is erroneously taken to be synonymous with intimacy (while, actually,
intimacy is often wordless) and Cancian does well to point to this dis-
tortion. She herself proposes a more androgynous concept of love. I’m
sympathetic to her analysis and share her alarms at some of the more
reductive analyses of love in which woman emerges as purer and abler,
but am less sanguine about her proposed solution because of the impor-
tance of otherness to the process of falling in love.

The longing in love is almost always across a perceived difference,
otherwise the lover has essentially chosen a narcissistic love object and
the enormous transcendent power of love is lost. (Perhaps the need for
difference as the inspiration for love is nowhere better illustrated than
among some male homosexuals. No longer having easy recourse to a dif-
ference grounded in biological sex, it is quite extraordinary how many
homosexual lovers choose the love object across striking differences in
age, culture, background, and general abilities and interests.) And here,
perhaps, we come to another of those irreducible conundrums of love,
one so intuitively apparent as to be almost a commonplace: opposites
may attract, but that difference which sparks love may turn out to be the
very difference which ultimately unravels it. The disorganized woman
who loves the structure her obsessive husband brings to their lives
nonetheless increasingly resents his nagging her to be neat; in essence
she admires some, but not all, of the manifestations of his basic person-
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ality, yet they are all of one cloth. So, too, with the timid fearful man
who enjoys his wife’s adventuresomeness so long as she does not insist
on dragging him into “dangerous” situations or leave him alone too long
while she indulges her proclivities. Sometimes we appear more drawn
to the idea of otherness than to its concrete expressions.

THE EXPRESSION OF FEMALE/MALE DIFFERENCES 
ACROSS THE LIFE CYCLE

The cultural prescription that women achieve identity through cou-
pling, men through achievement and autonomy, is reinforced by conse-
quences of the asymmetry in female and male pre-Oedipal and Oedipal
constellations. These differences are clearly expressed in the strikingly
different problems men and women face in the pursuit of love, and in
the different prototypic stories of the passionate quest; they may also
contribute to a different timetable for love.

In contemporary culture one of the most prominent differences be-
tween men and women as regards passionate love is that their capacity
for it—and vulnerability to it—may well peak at different periods in the
life cycle, a different timetable that is the result of both socialization and
of discrepant object relations. Although both sexes experience first love
at about the same time, in adolescence or young adulthood, the subse-
quent pattern is often different. Men may be more vulnerable to the sor-
rows of first love, an experience which can be such a blow to masculine
self-regard that it causes some men to withdraw from any subsequent
emotional exposure to avoid being hurt. In young adulthood, women
feel a great readiness and urgency to fall in love. Many young men, too,
continue to be prone to love attacks, but other men may be willing to
run the risks of romantic love again only in middle age or later. Inhib-
ited in the search for love by fear of either loss of autonomy or power
(or both), such men return to it only after repetitive conquests are finally
perceived as empty, or the limits of achievement have been explored and
have either confirmed masculine identity or been found wanting. For
other men, love comes when waning power facilitates the re-emergence
of merger fantasies, particularly as accompanied by a fantasy of vicari-
ously sharing in the youth of a young woman. While the appetite for ro-
mantic love does not always abate in women, some opt in later adult life
for the rewards of different pursuits, in particular motherhood or work.
For many, these years offer the first opportunity to pursue power, to
seek a different kind of identity consolidation and transcendence in the
work of the mind or the imagination.
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Overlapping cultural, contextual, developmental, and perhaps bio-
logical factors, too dense and intertwined to weigh separately with any
degree of authority, affect the male and female experiences of love. Cul-
tural imperatives regarding masculinity and femininity play a role, as
do early object relations and the asymmetric structures of the Oedipus
complex. The main problematic in (heterosexual) love is the female’s
longing for it, the male’s fear of it. Consequently, women often distort
love in the direction of submission, men in the direction of dominance—
though these distortions are not invariably gender-linked, individual
psychology taking priority over cultural directives. As far as I can make
out, homosexual lovers incline as much to enactments of dominance
and submission as do heterosexuals (surely male homosexuals do).

I am not personally sanguine that a power differential in love can
ever be totally eradicated. The image of the slave of love (the submis-
sive partner)—and by imaginative extension, the master (the dominant
lover)—is too entrenched for me to think of it as merely a cultural dis-
tortion accounted for by socialization. While not inevitable, its frequent
appearance seems almost mandated by the existential nature of love
which simultaneously demands self-transcendence (the loss of the stric-
tures of self-boundaries) and self-affirmation. Many pairs of lovers at-
tempt to maintain some balance through a strict division of labor, one
lover being committed to the transcendence of the self through surren-
der, the other to the affirmation of the self through domination, and
both of them (presumably) integrating both properties through forging
a mutual identification. Here, the feminist critique seems incontrovert-
ible: such a balance of power leaves the surrendering lover—usually the
woman—more at risk, the other lover better able to disengage and em-
bark on a new relationship, and generally not so dependent financially.
(But the dominant lover may lose the transcendent and transforma-
tional potential of love.)

Liberation from gender stereotypes may help unlink the roles of
slave and master from gender, though it is unlikely that it will obliterate
the roles altogether. Even so, such a corrective would be an immense
forward stride. But the greater liberation—for both men and women—
requires more than the transcendence of gender; it requires the ability
to transcend the self.
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Unhappy Love 
Experience and Consequences

E very love story is different, its beginning unique, its outcome un-
foreseeable. For some love is the saving grace: it endures and prospers.
For many more, passionate love modulates into affectionate bonding.
For others, however, love is thoroughly unhappy. It may end in great
pain for the lover who is rejected, in guilt for the lover who is doing the
rejecting, or, even worse, it may not end at all for the lover who persists
in an unrequited, obsessive love or a mutually destructive, tormenting
one. Perhaps the saddest and dreariest of fates is when feeling subsides
but the erstwhile lovers stay together imprisoned in an empty, conven-
tional relationship. The unrequited lover, the rejected lover, the disen-
chanted lover, and those lovers who feel trapped all suffer, though in
different ways.

The kinds of suffering that result, and the depth of that suffering, tell
us something about how profound an experience love can be. Love re-
awakens wishes and fantasies from one’s earliest life. If it does not cul-
minate in their fulfillment, the resulting devastation to the lover’s ego
reveals how much of the lover’s feeling of self-worth is at stake, how in-
extricably the lover’s self-identity has become intertwined with that of
the beloved. To witness the unravelling of love is to learn something
about its genesis: the role of the imagination in sparking love becomes
clear when we see the equally forceful role it plays in trying to forestall
(or deny) love’s end or, paradoxically enough, in bringing it to an end;
and the power of the old submerged dreams is attested to by the grief
the unsuccessful lover experiences in relinquishing them.
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However, the worst horrors of unhappy love should not blind us to
the enrichment that may occur even in painful love. When the outcome
of love is unhappy, the lover may nonetheless have experienced the lib-
erating effects of love and be able to preserve the fruits of that liberation,
whether in expanded creativity, enlarged insight, or a subtle internal re-
ordering of personality. There are even instances in which an unrealized
love has served as the organizing force in a creative life: Dante is the
classic example. For some, the memory of a lost love may provide the
sweetness of an entire life. It is no wonder then that lost love is one of
the great resonant themes of our lives, hence of literature and film.

One of lost love’s great powers is that it may allow us to savor indef-
initely the fantasy of what might have been. We have only to conjure up
the memory of lost love as it is evoked in Casablanca or Gone with the
Wind to see how compelling a fantasy this is. The dream of “what might
have been” is a significant one, playing an adaptive or reparative role in
our mental lives. Its power and persistence are testimony to its ongoing
importance within the lover’s psyche. Paradoxically, nostalgic fantasies
about what might have been confirm our belief in what could still be,
affirming our belief in the possibility of perfect love in the future. They
keep alive the hope of realizing old dreams.

IMAGINATION IN LOVE VERSUS IMAGINARY LOVE

Perhaps one of the most original and penetrating insights into the rela-
tionship between imagination and love comes from Troyat writing
about Tolstoy’s creation of the character of Anna Karenina, and how he
loathed her before he came to love her.

[Tolstoy’s] attitude toward Anna Karenina...changed in the course of
the book, almost as though the creator had gradually been seduced by
his creature. Behind the love story of Anna and Vronsky lay the love
story of Tolstoy and Anna. At first, Tolstoy did not like his heroine: he
condemned her in the name of morality. He saw her as an incarnation of
lechery and, oddly enough, did not even make her beautiful.. . .Her per-
sonality is that of a man-killer. . . .She is the agent of evil in the world.
Both husband and lover are her victims... .In a word, two choice charac-
ters, in contrast to whom the diabolical Anna stands out blacker than
ever.

However, Tolstoy unconsciously begins to be intrigued by his sinner.
She moves him, disturbs him, disarms him. He is on the verge of declar-
ing his love. Suddenly he can no longer deprive her of her beauty. Plastic
surgery is called for: the operation is a resounding success. The troll
with the turned-up nose emerges a sylphide. . . .
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Now the tables were turned. Neither of the two men was worthy of
her. With cold rage Tolstoy divested them, one by one, of the qualities he
had freely bestowed upon them. He debased them in order to elevate
and justify Anna.

Troyat’s depiction of Tolstoy’s changing attitude towards Anna some-
how resonates with Tolstoy’s accusation against Chekov that the latter
failed to understand his own creation, the Darling. Both Troyat and Tol-
stoy imply that fictional characters acquire their own reality—as much
for their creators as for their readers.

When a creative genius falls in love with a figment of his imagina-
tion, we sometimes get great literature. With ordinary mortals, the issue
is more often love at first sight (and sometimes unrequited love). But
imagination is crucial to all loves—realized, idealized, or wholly imag-
inary. Frequently, our yearnings for impossible—or perfect—love find ex-
pression in vicarious imaginative modes (our identifications with lovers
in movies and novels, for example), or in private fantasies, which we
may sit back and enjoy as the imaginative excursions that they are.

However, for some lovers, there seems to be little or no internal pres-
sure ever to bring their yearnings to any realization in the external world;
they are content with their imaginative excursions. And here the imag-
inative component comes to border on the imaginary. For frightened or
timid lovers who are too insecure to test love in reality, such insubstan-
tial fantasied gratification may prove sufficient for short periods of time
or during certain developmental phases. Many different motives can
serve to entice a lover into preserving ideality at the expense of reality,
thus tipping love in the direction of the imaginary. There are lovers who
loathe carnality, who cannot tolerate the fact that “Celia shits”; lovers
who dread the exposure of their sexual inadequacies; lovers who expe-
rience their self-boundaries as so fragile that they prefer distance to in-
timacy; lovers who are too guilt-ridden to claim the forbidden prize.

The imaginative component in love is also much in evidence in those
extremely long-lasting but attenuated affairs in which the contact be-
tween the lovers takes place mostly by mail or telephone. While these af-
fairs may offer many kinds of gratification, there is little real impetus to
convert them into primary love relationships that become part of one’s
daily life. Sometimes the lover is almost deliberately protecting the ideal-
ity of his experience. But sometimes these intermediate forms are simply
the tail end of once meaningful love affairs which one lover (the rejected
one), or both, find it difficult to relinquish. Even long after it has ceased to
have much of a role in everyday life, the lovers may perpetuate love’s ex-
istence in their own and each other’s imagination. In this latter instance,
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even though the love is cut off from daily life, it is not wholly imaginary
insofar as the lovers validate each other’s wishful preoccupations.

Sometimes, the “imaginative-imaginary” type of love has as much
to do with situation as with psyche. Consider, for example, the plight of
the orphaned or impoverished nineteenth-century governess given a
precarious perch in an affluent family. Such women, with few outlets
for living or loving, often contrived a passion for the master of the house,
a passion very rarely reciprocated. It is in this version of unrequited love
(which is not the most extreme kind) that we are perhaps best able to
see love’s imaginative component gone awry—crossing the boundary
into the realm of the purely imaginary. Unrequited love of this kind is a
maladaptive expression of the imaginative component in love, the lover
persisting in his love despite the lack of any reciprocal response.

Such was the situation of Charlotte Brontë, who yearned for a Mr.
Heger while working as an instructor in his school in Brussels. Her “fix-
ation” was in part a function of situation, but also a product of psyche.
Charlotte Brontë had not been without opportunity for marriage; she
had already turned down two proposals. Of the second refusal, she
wrote a friend, “I am certainly doomed to be an old maid. Never mind,
I made up my mind to that fate since I was twelve years old.” Her sep-
aration from home aside, it may have been Heger’s unavailability as
well as his position as charismatic teacher that accounted for Brontë’s
passion. According to one account, at that point in her life, “Like Mina
Laury, the creation of her youth, she had to be able to call a man ‘Mas-
ter’.” Dispatched home by Madame Heger, who possibly intuited the
situation, Brontë obsessively mourned her “loss,” though Heger had
never given her any hope of reciprocation.

Charlotte Brontë’s last letter to Mr. Heger, written after Madame He-
ger had sent her home, dwells revealingly on feelings common to all un-
requited—as well as rejected—lovers, including shame over the very
obsessiveness of those feelings.

I tell you frankly that I have tried meanwhile to forget you, for the re-
membrance of a person whom one thinks never to see again and whom,
nevertheless, one greatly esteems, frets too much the mind; and when
one has suffered that kind of anxiety for a year or two, one is ready to
do anything to find peace once more. I have done everything; I have
sought occupations.. . .That, indeed, is humiliating—to be unable to con-
trol one’s own thoughts, to be the slave of a regret, of a memory, the
slave of a fixed and dominant idea, which lords it over the mind. Why
cannot I have just as much friendship as you, as you for me—neither
more nor less? Then should I be tranquil, so free—I would keep silence
then for ten years without an effort.
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Her letter was never answered. But Brontë recovered, probably aided
by her literary endeavors. Her great novel Jane Eyre portrays a woman
hired on in the home of a man with whom she falls in love and whom
she marries in the end. In a rather interesting reversal of roles (and re-
versal of Brontë’s own past history), the dependent, unworldly govern-
ess in love with a worldly man of wealth and power has, by book’s end,
become a strong, resourceful woman who must care for her now
blinded, dependent but still beloved Mr. Rochester. Perhaps this tale
may have been a kind of fantasied enactment and exorcism of Charlotte
Brontë’s own yearnings as the rejected lover.

We often see unrequited love in its more sublimated forms; for exam-
ple, in the bonds of devotion some unmarried women contrive for their
bosses. These relationships—real in a narrow sense, but elaborated imag-
inatively—come to form the essential emotional sustenance for those
women cut off by external circumstances or psychological inhibitions
from fuller participation in reciprocal relationships. One thinks again of
Turgenev and his lament that he was doomed to perch on others’ nests.

Even if utterly inappropriate or hopeless, unrequited love becomes
totally imaginary and destructive only when it is fervently insisted
upon and the dream cannot be relinquished. When the imaginative
wish and need take priority over reality and the lover presses for the
dream’s actualization despite its hopelessness, he has entered into the
realm of obsessive unrequited love. In extreme cases, such love seems
to be related to madness—when wishes and dreams undermine the
lover’s perceptions of reality, and, further, when it acts to preclude any
other lived relationships. Such was the case with Adèle Hugo, the
daughter of Victor Hugo. Her story, dramatized in Truffaut’s film The
Story of Adèle H., is haunting.

Whatever the underlying causes of Adèle’s bizarre attachment and
intense suffering, the little we know of her biography is surely evoca-
tive. Adèle was the fifth child born to her mother in seven years. After
her birth, according to family tradition, her mother, tired out, refused
herself to her husband and initiated a sexual withdrawal. This was fol-
lowed by a mutual emotional withdrawal and Victor Hugo’s subse-
quent involvement with Juliette Drouet, a triangular involvement that
lasted the remainder of his life. In 1843, when Adèle was only thirteen,
her older married sister, the favorite child of Victor, was drowned in a
tragic boating accident in the Seine. Hugo could not be reached because
he was traveling incognito with his mistress, Juliette, and he remained
unaware of the tragedy for five days.
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When Adèle was about thirty, Hugo’s family and his mistress Drouet
followed him into political exile in England. Adèle languished there.
There were no appropriate choices for marriage, and her father forbade
her to see an English officer in whom she had expressed interest. She
grew sad and listless, and withdrew in solitude to the second floor of
the family house, where she endlessly played the same piece of music.
Apparently she met her English officer in secret and, discovering that
he was due for transfer to Canada, decided to follow him.

En route to Canada, Adèle wrote to her family that she had married
the officer. Her mother interceded on her behalf with her father, and
they agreed to accept her action and put a notice of the marriage in the
paper. Soon after, to their horror, the marriage was denied by the young
officer’s family; according to them, the two were not married and had
never even been engaged. Truffaut’s film depicts Adèle’s endless shad-
owing of the officer, her utter obsession with him and his refusal of her.
In one of the film’s most startling scenes, Adèle is so involved in her in-
terior vision of her beloved officer that she literally fails to register him
when she chances to pass him on the street.

Finally, she wrote her parents explaining that her officer had aban-
doned her and she needed money, although she persisted in claiming to
have been married. Her brother was sent to fetch her home. By that
time, however, Adèle was demented beyond recovery. She survived for
fifty years in an asylum. Her story is surely one of the most extreme
cases of imaginary love.

This kind of imaginary love is destructive of both reality and creative
imagination. And yet, within it are potent reminders to all of us of what
our loves have in common with Adèle H.’s, which may explain the feel-
ing of horror experienced by some of the viewers of Truffaut’s movie. In
fact, most lovers resemble the unrequited lover to some degree: in their
fascination with the elusive object, their stubborn and exaggerated ide-
alization of the beloved, their obsessive preoccupation with love, and
their belief that happiness depends solely upon the realization of that
one love and no other.

There are in the psychoanalytic literature two brief reports by the
psychoanalyst Robert Bak that shed some light on the psychology of ex-
treme unrequited love. Bak saw “a young married woman doctor who
fell in love with the head of her department about a year after her fa-
ther’s death.” Up until that time, she had been functional and intelligent,
and Bak believed that only retrospectively could one see in her a gen-
eral readiness to assume that men were in love with her—a kind of ero-
tomania. At the outbreak of her illness, she conceived the idea that she
was in love with the head of her department and that he reciprocated her
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love. But she spoke very formally of her new love and her divorce, in
such a detached way that it aroused Bak’s suspicions that something
very peculiar indeed was at work, not mere romance. He asked for a
consultation and was told by a senior physician that the reaction was in-
deed imaginary and represented “delayed and displaced mourning.”
While Bak agrees that the trigger to her deterioration was related to
mourning her father’s death, her insistence that her love was recipro-
cated turned out to be a prelude to a schizophrenic deterioration remi-
niscent of Adèle Hugo’s. In both cases one senses an extreme, though
displaced, incestual fixation.

The second case Bak reported was that of the Hungarian poet Josef
Attila in whom schizophrenia first came to the surface in an intractable
transference love. Subsequently, Attila was sent to Bak and in this new
treatment the schizophrenic process seemed to be arrested, up until the
point when Attila fell in love again. As was the case with his thwarted
transference love, this new love, too, was unrequited and his schizo-
phrenia became unmistakable. For him the only escape seemed to be
death, and ultimately he did kill himself.

Such individuals appear unusually sensitive to object loss. For them,
love relationships do not simply assuage past losses and separations;
they seem absolutely essential to maintain the integrity of the self. If this
kind of lover feels rejected (as is almost inevitable), despite the fact that
he may come to see the beloved person as totally bad, he persists in an
unconscious identification with her in the hope of maintaining the in-
tegrity of his own ego. But the aggression toward the lost object persists
and is ultimately turned against the self, against the part of the self-
identification which is the merged or fused image of lover and beloved.
As Bak puts it, “The oblivion sought for in the arms of the loved one
finds a grim substitute in suicide.”

THE REJECTED LOVER

Since realized love is experienced as an expansion of the self, it is not
surprising that its loss is felt as a contraction and diminution. When the
lover is rejected, the power implicit in union must give way to the vul-
nerability of the solitary self. Then the “we” that encompassed a world
is reduced to the “I” that is but an atom. The uniqueness that the lover
felt as a consequence of being in love vanishes and leaves him feeling
depleted, worthless, his life voided of meaning. When one is rejected in
love, the sense of loss can afflict the very core of the self, fracturing that
self, rendering one an emotional amputee.
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Rejection presents itself in many and varied forms. The lover may be
rejected during the early stages of a love affair, or long after, when pas-
sion has been institutionalized in marriage. The rejection may be abrupt
(as, for example, when the beloved suddenly announces she has fallen
in love with someone else and is leaving) or, more often, gradual. The
first clues may be no more than small changes in love-making or con-
versation. Lovers who are attuned to each other develop ways of com-
municating nuances of meaning. They can convey secret or subtle
messages to each other even in crowded rooms via a code known only
to them. As one of them withdraws, this subtle process is undermined.
The impending rejection is heralded by a new tone of voice, or the use
of a given name instead of the customary term of endearment. In the be-
ginning, the slights are often small, perhaps acts of omission rather than
commission.

But such subtle alterations in communication may be very pro-
nounced indeed to the lover who is being rejected. Consider, for ex-
ample, Aleksey Aleksandrovich, betrayed husband of Anna Karenina,
who has just begun to realize that he may have lost her to another man.
He waits for her to return home one night, and when he tells her he
must speak to her, she replies:

“Why, what is it? . . . Well, let’s talk if it’s so necessary. But it would be
better to get to sleep.”

And now her very imperturbability begins to give her away to
Aleksey:

She looked at him so simply, so brightly, that anyone who did not
know her as her husband knew her could not have noticed anything un-
natural, either in the sound or the sense of her words. But to him, know-
ing her, knowing that whenever he went to bed five minutes later than
usual she noticed it and asked him the reason; knowing that every joy,
every pleasure and pain she felt she communicated to him at once; to
him, now to see that she did not care to notice his state of mind, that she
did not care to say a word about herself, meant a great deal. He saw that
the inmost recesses of her soul, which had always hitherto lain open be-
fore him, were closed against him. More than that, he saw from her tone,
that she was not even perturbed at that, but seemed to say openly to
him: “Yes, it’s shut up, and so it must be, and will be in the future.”

The lover who is being rejected may be aware of these clues without
knowing what to make of them. If confronted, the rejecting partner may
deny any change of feeling. She is not necessarily duplicitous; she may
be disengaging gradually, so gradually that she is not even fully aware of
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doing so. The fact of rejection often becomes a palpable reality very
slowly for both the disenchanted lover and the rejected one. The rejected
lover gradually senses the loss of harmony and becomes unsure of his ac-
ceptance by the beloved. He senses that he has to force or fill in gaps in
the conversation. An unbearable self-consciousness sets in and he cannot
seem to get his voice or his behavior under control, cannot resume the
easy ways he was accustomed to in his relations with his beloved.

So it is with Aleksey Aleksandrovich after he begins to suspect that
his wife is in love with Vronsky. His agony manifests itself in his behav-
ior, which becomes extremely artificial and arch as he tries to distance
himself from acknowledging the impending reality. When Aleksey and
Anna are at the racetrack (he to keep up appearances, she to watch her
lover compete) and he engages in the worldly banter he knows so well
how to sustain, Anna hears “that loathsome, never-ceasing voice of
her husband” and mentally accuses him, whom she is betraying, of
falsehood:

“...it’s the breath of his life—falsehood. He knows all about it, he sees it
all; what does he care if he can talk so calmly? If he were to kill me, if he
were to kill Vronsky, I might respect him. No, all he wants is falsehood
and propriety,” Anna said to herself, not considering exactly what she
wanted of her husband, and how she would have liked him to behave.
She did not understand either that his peculiar loquacity that day, so ex-
asperating to her, was merely the expression of his inward distress and
uneasiness. As a child that has been hurt skips about, putting all his
muscles into movement to drown the pain, in the same way Aleksey
Aleksandrovich needed mental exercise to drown the thoughts of his
wife.. .And it was as natural for him to talk well and cleverly as it is nat-
ural for a child to skip about.

And so it is with any lover who becomes unsure of his acceptance by
the beloved. His uncertainty is reminiscent of his fluctuating mood
when he was first falling in love, except that while he was uncertain and
hopeful then, he feels uncertain and progressively less hopeful now.
Eventually the beloved announces her intent, or the lover confronts her
and insists on facing reality and having it out.

But the period of uncertainty leading up to the moment of truth may
be a very protracted one. Given the gradual nature of the beloved’s
withdrawal, and sometimes the beloved’s failure to be honest with her-
self as well as with her lover, false hope may be kept alive all too long.
And the lover’s wishfulness—the felt necessity of preserving the status
quo—makes him vulnerable to imaginative distortions. Letting go is
never easy.



276 D R E A M S  O F  L O V E  A N D  F A T E F U L  E N C O U N T E R S

Sometimes the rejected lover refuses to recognize even the clearest
communication. When we look closely at the way the rejected lover
holds on to hopes for reconciliation against all reason, we are forcibly re-
minded once more of the importance of the imaginative component in
love, of the distorted perceptions that may accompany it, and, most of
all, of the dreadful need behind such distortions. We see this particularly
when the lover tells outright lies to himself, refusing to read signals of
rejection even when they are crystal clear. Simone de Beauvoir tells us
about a friend of hers whose capacity for self-deceit was prodigious. She
simply refused to face the fact that she had been rejected and said of her
erstwhile lover’s long silence: “ ‘When one wants to break off, one writes
to announce the break’; then, having finally received a quite unambigu-
ous letter: ‘When one really wants to break off, one doesn’t write.’ “

The lover distorts reality in order to preserve his dreams. He infers
nuances and finds ambiguities, small omissions, or quirks in communi-
cation that allow him to hold on to the fantasy that mutual love will be
restored. He prolongs his agony by tormenting himself with false
hopes. Even after rejection is made explicit, he mishears and miscon-
strues, inferring promises where none were intended.

But the distortion is not always a product of the lover’s wishful
imagination. Sometimes the beloved intentionally or inadvertently mis-
leads the lover. One thinks, for example, of Gone with the Wind, in which
Ashley continues to dangle hope before Scarlett O’Hara, fanning the
flames of her fantasies, even after he marries Melanie. Perversely, he re-
nounces his seductive posture with Scarlett only after Melanie dies!
What motivates the beloved to perpetuate these deceptions? His vanity
may be flattered by the lover’s attention, or he may regard his admirer
as someone to be held in reserve should other options fail to material-
ize. On the other hand, he may innocently wish to soften the blow of re-
jection through deliberate ambiguity, saying, “I really care for you, but
now is not the right time.” Or he may fear the prospect of being thought
of as “bad” or “cruel,” and hide his real feelings in order to preserve his
lover’s (and his own) good opinion of him. More fundamentally, the be-
loved’s identity, like that of the lover, is often still intertwined with the
“we” from which he is attempting to extricate himself.

The following story is typical of the lover who persists in self-
deception against all odds. A gentle, kind, but shy man, led on both by
his own need to distort what he heard and (initially) by his loved one’s
deliberate manipulations, prolonged a courtship long after it was clear
that his beloved was not altogether sincere. For months, he was unable
to acknowledge the fact that she was seeing less and less of him at the
same time that she was seeing more of other men. Finally, she told him
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that, while she was fond of him, she was not really in love with him and
was therefore unable to commit herself to him.

Still he continued to hope, even to the extent of rejecting the atten-
tions of another woman who had in the meantime fallen in love with
him. And he became increasingly obsessive, brooding about the be-
loved’s intentions and whereabouts. Sometimes by reasoning with him-
self he could snap back to normal for a few hours. Once an image from
the movie Of Human Bondage made him see an aspect of his own “love”
relationship, and the realization momentarily freed him of his morbid
preoccupations. But his relief was short-lived. Now, in addition to the
anguish of loss, he suffered the humiliation of knowing himself en-
slaved to a morbid passion and being unable to control his thoughts.

His hope for ultimate reconciliation focused on progressively smaller
ambiguities. When at last he was told by his beloved that she no longer
wanted to see him, he asked her to return some money he had lent her.
Four days went by without her complying, during which he nearly con-
vinced himself that she was working out her “problem” and wanted to
reconcile, otherwise she would have done as he asked immediately. It
never occurred to him that her priorities were such that she simply had
not yet gotten around to it—or that she resented his request.

When she finally did return the money, he was devastated and de-
scribed his feelings in the language typical of the rejected lover: “I’m all
alone. There is no future.” But he was so unwilling to surrender his last
hope for reconciliation that he managed to read encouragement even
into the perfunctory note that accompanied the returned money, for it
was signed, as he pointed out, “Yours.”

It is not just naïfs who are capable of self-deceptions of this magni-
tude. The very worldly Swiss novelist Max Frisch, writing of himself in
the third person, reminisces about the end of one of his marriages:

He was said often to have spoken as if he knew what was going on. He
did not ask: Where have you been? She squeezed his orange juice before
leaving the house. He knew she was fond of him, and he resisted the
temptation to make inquiries: He loved her. Now and again he made a
joke, to prevent himself from taking his suspicions seriously; he was
making things comfortable for himself. This made the daily deceptions
easier: There was little need for lies when silence would do. In fact, he
knew the other man and admired him greatly. If this was love, he
thought, he would be told of it sooner or later.. . .But it was difficult for
her, the way he kept coming up with plans for a journey together, plead-
ing, in ignorance of the true situation. Why did he not ask straight out?
She told herself that he did not want to know... .Gradually he stopped
suspecting entirely. That was his mistake; a man who does not notice
that a woman has come to him from another bed is no truly amorous



278 D R E A M S  O F  L O V E  A N D  F A T E F U L  E N C O U N T E R S

man. He simply noticed that she showed little interest in his work... .He
noticed how infrequently he was able to persuade his wife whatever the
topic of conversation was. All the time she knew that he was living in
ignorance of his true position, so how could she not believe he was not
equally wrong about everything else?

A year later, his wife finally told him the truth—that she was in love
with another man and wanted to live with him. Frisch claimed he un-
derstood why they had not told him: “ . . . he had given them no as-
surance that he, a man of sixty, would not on their account have shot,
poisoned, or hanged himself.” In the end, having denied his anger at his
betrayers, he displaced part of it onto a very close friend who had
known of his wife’s infidelity and not told him.

That “the husband [or wife] is always the last to know” is often true
because, in the words of Thomas Gray: “Where ignorance is bliss, ‘tis
folly to be wise.” Even when the lover has clearly been betrayed, he
may willfully distort his perceptions in order to preserve the illusion
that his love is ongoing and unthreatened, for it is the locus of his hopes
and ambitions, it is his raison d’être. If he acknowledges that their love
is transient or his lover less than worthy, then he fears his feelings were
without foundation. Moreover, insofar as the lover has experienced a
sense of self-fulfillment or self-enhancement in the realization of love,
what is now at stake is his good opinion of himself. If he acknowledges
the present reality, he fears relegating the past good to the realm of fan-
tasy. There is only a Hobson’s choice: The lover must face reality, accept
the current loss, and give up his sense of self-worth and enlarged iden-
tity, or deny the current reality and overlook, forgive, ingratiate him-
self—and hope. It is this kind of self-deception that gives love a bad
name and leads outsiders to question the sense of reality and even the
sanity of lovers. But lest we judge love too harshly, we should remem-
ber that self-deception is not peculiar to love; human beings are prone
to it in every area of life.

When the rejected lover finally acknowledges reality, he usually
tries one of two strategies: he presses his suit, often desperately, or
abandons his love. In the first instance, he may woo, buy gifts, make
promises, attempt to change. He tries anything he thinks may be effec-
tive, including a pretense at aloofness in an effort to make his beloved
jealous. Rejected lovers, particularly rejected spouses, may sometimes
pretend (to themselves and others) that they are themselves responsible
for the demise of their love, the implication (and hope) being that they
can resurrect what they destroyed: They lament, “If only I had under-
stood, been more sympathetic, given more.” Or they may assign the be-
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loved’s rejection to a kind of momentary lapse, madness, or loss of senses.
“He’s acting out a mid-life crisis,” or “She’s being self-destructive.” The
grieving lover pleads with friends and family to intervene and help sal-
vage the relationship. These intermediaries are required to carry mes-
sages. According to the lover’s version of the reasons for the breakup,
these messages are either promises of reform or dire warnings of the
harm the lover will ultimately do himself if the rift is not mended. All
these tactics postpone the acknowledgment of the finality of loss.

If the rejected lover adopts the second strategy, that of abandoning the
love, he tries to convince himself of the beloved’s unworthiness. He may
contemplate suicide, but since the surest cure for an unhappy love is a new
love, he is more likely to try to fall in love again (hence the familiar phe-
nomenon of love on the rebound). If men appear to be less hurt by rejec-
tion than women, I think this is partly because the second option, finding
a new love, is more commonly available to them. For a whole constellation
of social, psychological, and statistical reasons, men clearly have easier ac-
cess to new partners than women do, especially as both get older.

The usual pattern in the last days of love is that the injured party con-
tinues to suffer, eventually ceases to hope, alternates between apathy and
depression, and gradually recovers. During the protracted and painful
process of letting go, the rejected lover may indulge in long periods of
peculiar behavior about which he is morbidly ashamed. Just as the
woman fearing rejection may get pregnant, the rejected woman may
feign pregnancy. The rejected lover telephones the beloved and hangs
up without speaking. Calls to determine the beloved’s whereabouts are
common responses to betrayal. The lover shadows the beloved, waiting
to see whom she is with. The lover arrives at the beloved’s house unex-
pectedly, invents pretexts for “legitimate” calls, and endlessly imagines
“natural” ways to meet in apparently chance encounters. These behav-
iors usually cause him to feel ashamed, but they are almost impossible
to control. In fact, they are standard means of acting out a major obses-
sion—regressive aspects of the personality that are inevitably released
when the self is fractured by rejection.

Objectively, this behavior is hard for friends and family to fathom.
Worse yet, it is inexplicable to the lover himself. The lover puts himself
in a demeaning position and simultaneously risks the pain of encoun-
tering the beloved with someone else. But the lover holds to the unreal-
istic expectation that any one of these acts may remind the beloved of
him, speak to her unconscious, tap some underlying remnant of love
and elicit reciprocation. At the same time, there is a masochistic compo-
nent. The self-torture and self-humiliation are an expiation and repeti-
tion compulsion belonging to an ancient fantasy and its inevitable
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punishment: the excluded child, in a frenzy of Oedipal longing, inter-
rupts its parents and is punished, excluded anew, and humiliated.

Morbid preoccupation in rejected love is like a reverse image of the
happy obsession in the time of idyllic love, with the emotional valence
of the obsession now negative rather than positive. Instead of feeling
liberated, as one does when falling in love, the lover now feels enslaved
to his obsession.

The rejected lover who has finally acknowledged his loss may some-
times experience an impotent rage as a result of his feelings of helplessness.
When it is conscious, the rage may be directly expressed. Even when not
consciously experienced, it may surface in conversations or letters aimed at
making the betrayer feel guilty. Letters of rejected lovers may be filled not
only with regrets but also with reproaches and accusations of bad faith.

I had occasion to observe one dramatic instance of hostility in the
guise of devotion. A charming au pair, employed by a friend, had unwit-
tingly encouraged the advances of an insecure young man who lavished
all sorts of gifts on her, including regular deliveries of flowers. She let him
know as tactfully as possible that she disliked roses. As she felt increas-
ingly suffocated by him (and wary of his obsessive preoccupation with
her), she broke with him. On the occasion of her twenty-first birthday, a
few weeks later, he surprised her with an astonishing gift—twenty-one
dozen roses. Only when they were all delivered did the unconscious in-
tent become clear. Her room resembled a funeral parlor. He later put her
name and telephone number in a public toilet, so that she was hounded
by obscene phone calls until the number was finally obliterated.

If the lover has been rejected in favor of another, he may be con-
sumed by a jealous frenzy, tortured by the image of his lover and the ri-
val together, causing him to focus his rage primarily on the rival. Like
fugitives from Dostoyevsky’s novels, some spurned lovers display a
roaring emotionality, the capacity for not only a grand passion but a great
obsession, and a matching grandiosity of rage directed at the other
woman or the other man. By venting all rage at the rival, the lover ex-
onerates the beloved. Part of the mechanism involved here is Oedipal:
the rival parent is deemed the villain. This allows rage to be discharged
while preserving the goodness of the beloved. The alternative, to accept
the culpability of the beloved, would mean that the lover would have
to rewrite history and belittle the importance of the beloved and hence
of the love affair. Furthermore, it is necessary to preserve a good opin-
ion of the beloved in order to maintain hope for a reconciliation, which
is the only happy ending imaginable.

Just as self-esteem is enhanced in love, it may plummet as a result of
rejected love, because self-worth has become so bound up with the love
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relationship. Not only is the love object lost, and the “I” (previously val-
ued so highly by the beloved) cheapened, but also the “we.” To the ex-
tent that the lover defines his identity through being part of a couple, he
will be denuded of an identity when he is forced back upon a single
state. Then he grieves for the loss of the good opinion of those who had
admired his relationship, and fears their disapproval. The sense of es-
trangement from a social circle is one more in the series of losses that re-
jected lovers may suffer.

Another of the losses experienced when love dies is the feeling of be-
ing coddled and protected. In mutual love, fantasies of being cared for
and nursed can be reawakened, often after a very long slumber (many
adults experience such wishes as being so childish that they effectively
suppress them until relatively late in life). To the degree that such long-
ings are reawakened, acknowledged, and accepted in the full tide of
adult love, a profound frustration ensues when their realization is de-
nied. Then the suffering and humiliation in rejection are experienced
with particular intensity. The lover will hurl accusations of craziness or
infantilism at himself, feeling demeaned and diminished by his needs.
Those with lifelong dependency problems who have been rejected may
feel more desperate still, faced not only with the pain of rejection but
also the horror and terror of having to function alone, and uncertainty
about their ability to do so. Their sense of helpless abandonment may
make death seem the only possible reprieve.

Perhaps the most basic and universal suffering endured by the re-
jected lover is the feeling that his deepest self, which is exposed in love
as it seldom otherwise is, has been viewed and found wanting. To the
extent that the lover is uncertain about his self-worth, rejection will con-
firm his underlying sense of badness or inadequacy: someone else has
looked into the deepest recesses of his soul and found him shallow, or
ugly, or discovered his anger.

The suffering experienced in rejected love exists on a continuum be-
tween unhappiness and morbid despair. When it is self-identity and not
just self-esteem that love has confirmed, the suffering over its loss will be
all the greater.

Most people suffer for a while and finally recover. While passing
fantasies of suicide or murder are fairly common in rejected love, they
are not generally acted upon. They usually become preoccupations or
are actually carried out only by those few personalities in whom there
is a primitive core. Experiencing uncontainable anger at the rupture of
a symbiotic dyad, the primitive lover regresses to the rage of the dis-
traught and furious infant confronting object loss. Infants and others
with weak or as yet unformed egos react to loss by splitting, in which
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an all-good object is converted into an all-bad one. The rejected lover
may then view the beloved, once seen as all-giving and nurturant, as
entirely malevolent and cruel. Insofar as the lover’s pathological om-
nipotence and narcissism are deflated, he can be thrust into a morbid
depression. Unfortunately for the lover, it is precisely this kind of prim-
itive love—because of the excessive demands for nurturance and atten-
tion that it generates even in the early stages of love—that so often leads
to rejection by the beloved.

�
Even after “recovering” from the end of a love, the lover can store

away the fantasy or memory of the entire love affair in a form I have
called the lover’s reel. There it may languish in obscurity, until some
concatenation of circumstances causes it to be replayed. In The Love Ob-
ject, Edna O’Brien depicts a woman who had recovered from the end of
a love affair with a married man. Eventually they resume seeing each
other from time to time, but the man she meets later is not the man in
the lover’s reel within her mind:

We do meet from time to time. You could say things are back to normal
again. By normal I mean a state whereby I notice the moon, trees, fresh
spit upon the pavement; I am part of everyday life, I suppose. There is a
lamp in my bedroom that gives out a dry crackle each time an electric
train goes by, and at night I count those crackles because it is the time he
comes back. I mean the real he, not the man who confronts me from time
to time across a cafe table, but the man that dwells somewhere within
me. He rises before my eyes—his praying hands, his tongue that liked
to suck, his sly eyes, his smile, the veins on his cheeks, the calm voice
speaking sense to me. I suppose you wonder why I torment myself like
this with details of his presence, but I need it, I cannot let go of him now,
because if I did, all our happiness and my subsequent pain—I cannot
vouch for his—will all have been nothing, and nothing is a dreadful
thing to hold on to.

The memory complex may lie dormant for years, awaiting only the
right stimulus—perhaps something so simple as the crackle of a lamp—
to return to life. It is this feature of love that explains the ease with
which old love can sometimes be recalled or, if circumstances further
conspire (if for example the real he comes to correspond once more to
the “reel” he), can even be renewed.

But whether or not the “reel” lover ever reappears to play a real-life
role, the memory of him always “dwells somewhere within” as O’Brien’s
character realizes. She experiences something object relations theorists
have emphasized: images of people with whom we have had significant
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interpersonal relations enter into our ongoing mental representations
and continue to play a role in our emotional lives and self concepts.

THE DISENCHANTED LOVER: FALLING OUT OF LOVE

The lover, passionate though he may have been in the opening phase of
a love affair, may fall out of love. Sometimes love simply seems to disap-
pear. It fades and is replaced by apathy, boredom, or restlessness, if not
resentment and rage. It can happen gradually or suddenly, as a result of
recurring disappointments, with or without overt anger. Sometimes love
fades for both lovers. People who think that such disenchantment is nat-
ural and inevitable, far from acknowledging the emptiness that can be
experienced when it happens, tend to urge a conservative position upon
the lovers, particularly married ones: “Don’t do anything rash,” “Try to
work it out,” and so forth.

We may mistakenly believe that there is no great suffering attached
to falling out of love, no price to be paid. But while falling out of love
may not be as acutely painful as being rejected, it exacts its own sor-
rows. (These can be muted by falling in love with someone else, or pre-
tending that one was never really in love at all.) The bewildered lover,
who has fallen out of love as mysteriously as he once fell into it, now
feels disappointed, let down, and depleted. What he once held to be the
most important thing in his life has now lost its meaning. And he expe-
riences overwhelming sorrow not only for the loss of love, but for the
loss of the faith, hope, and innocence that go with it. It is not just this
love that has ended but also the belief that any love can last a lifetime.

For the disenchanted lover, there can be an erosion of the imagina-
tive life, a subtle fraying at the edges of personality, and, for some, a de-
finitive failure of the imagination. Perhaps no novelist has depicted this
so clearly as Proust. Proust portrays with utmost sympathy and in the
most nuanced detail the grand obsessive passion of his creation, Charles
Swann, for a woman we all—reader, Swann (in flashes of objectivity),
and Proust—know to be “unworthy” of it. Proust loses patience with
Swann only when Swann’s objective mind triumphs once and for all
over the act of the imagination that had allowed him to love Odette. At
the end of their affair, Swann revisits his passion for Odette in a dream
and awakens, cold-eyed and cold-hearted, deploring the lamentable
dereliction of taste that had allowed him to love Odette rather than one
of the plump pink beauties to whom he was more naturally drawn. “To
think that I have wasted years of my life, that I have longed for death,
that the greatest love that I have ever known has been for a woman who
did not please me, was not in my style!”
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It is not Swann’s initial lapse of taste in loving Odette which is la-
mentable so far as Proust is concerned, but his subsequent failure of the
imagination. That is why he characterizes Swann’s cry from the heart as
a moral failure, a lowering of “The average level of his morality,” a sign
of “that old intermittent fatuity which reappeared in him now that he
was no longer unhappy.” Swann has committed a crime against love,
against himself, and against imagination by being unable, now that he
is no longer in love, to enter into the consciousness of the man he once
was when he loved Odette.

Sometimes the disenchanted lover is able to rationalize his loss of
feelings. He may point to his own neurosis or immaturity at the time he
made such an inappropriate choice as a way of accounting for the end
of love. She says she outgrew him; he says he now finds her boring. In
some instances, these appraisals are accurate. In the warmth of the se-
curity provided by a steadfast lover, a person may indeed reach new
levels of self-awareness and creativity which propel him into new posi-
tions in the world and open new possibilities for internal and external
change. The loyal partner who sponsored such growth may not be
equipped to adapt to these changes. At this point, the “enlarged” lover
may “sacrifice” and stay in the relationship, or he may disengage from
it. For example, of the eight founding partners (all men) of a well-
known professional firm, all dynamic achievers from constricted immi-
grant backgrounds, only two remain married to their first wives. Such
occurrences are nowadays actually the rule rather than the exception.
We imagine that we understand the implications of this immediately—
”she was good enough for him when he was nobody”—but we really
understand on only one level. It is true that some people do act out of
narrow self-interest, placing great value on how the world perceives
their partner, or deciding that wealth and power can buy them some-
thing better than the old model spouse. (Husbands and wives, like cars,
can be traded up.)

But such simple motives cannot account for the depth of the distaste
some people come to feel for their ex-lovers. While external pressures
and temptations may be enough to end a marriage based primarily on
convention or convenience, they are no threat to relationships in which
authentic mutual love has been achieved. That’s why it’s commonly
said that an outsider can’t break up a healthy marriage, only one that is
already in trouble. Love more often dies because of internal ambiguities
and paradoxes than because of external temptations or shifts.

Once feelings of exploitation, loss of autonomy, failed mutuality or
any of the multitude of other problems already discussed come to out-
weigh the gratifications experienced in love, then hurt, resentment,
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disillusionment, and finally anger and depression ramify and over-
whelm our emotional investment in loving. But typically there will be a
period during which, in the interest of preserving both love and the sta-
tus quo, the lover tries to ignore his negative feelings, tends to discount
them, or blames himself for any failures in the relationship. Gradually,
however, the accumulation of unacknowledged differences and diffi-
culties takes a toll in depression or apathy. Usually these feelings are
allowed to break through with full force only when the lover senses
some other prospect for his future life—often, but not always, the pos-
sibility of a new love relationship. When the feelings break through
even in the absence of any apparent alternative to the existing rela-
tionship, the sense of despair can be staggering, the feeling of being
trapped suffocating indeed. For many women in the seventies the alter-
native that presented itself was the hope for personal growth and au-
tonomy through an independent work life—hence that decade’s
proliferation of movies and novels about the excitement of being a ca-
reer woman.

The new life plans may succeed or fail, but at the very least they em-
power the disenchanted lover to acknowledge his negative feelings. In
the happiest of circumstances, once the resentment is acknowledged,
the lovers may be able to devise an effective mechanism for confronting
and resolving their differences.

When love fails irretrievably, however, it is transformed into a series
of negative emotions, a sort of reverse image of the positive emotions
characteristic of falling in love. The specificity of the distaste and even
revulsion that the lover feels for his former beloved can be remarkably
powerful. He complains of her odors; she hates the way he chews with
his mouth open. These complaints assume an importance completely
out of proportion to the stimulus (after all, he always chewed with his
mouth open, and her smell is unchanged). They are as intense and idio-
syncratic as the feelings of enchantment evoked by such concrete signs
of grace as her beauty mark or his crooked grin during happier times,
when the lovers were in the process of falling in love. During the reverse
process, when love is failing, disengagement is often expressed through
an almost concrete revulsion to the physicality, flesh, and intimate habits
of the former beloved. What has been lost—among other things—is the
sense of cherishing the inwardness of the other: hence the flesh no longer
encloses a treasured spirit but assumes a stubborn solidity that one may
come to regard as the whole person. One’s revulsion at the physical is of-
ten commensurate with one’s loss of regard for the Other’s subjectivity.

The disenchanted lover is bored. Silence, which once signified com-
munion, now echoes his sense of emptiness. Hours together, once expe-
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rienced as timeless, have become endless. Dining out, the lover notices
married couples eating together in stony silence and wonders how he
and his beloved came to such a state of emotional bankruptcy. He feels
isolated from her but has no desire to attempt a restoration of their re-
lationship. The lover feels as though he were with a “stranger,” but one
without mystery or appeal. He is no longer interested.

Whereas the lover worried about whether he was good enough for
the beloved (or at least as good as his rivals) when he was falling in love,
now, having abandoned love, he compares his beloved with others and
finds her wanting. He feels he could “do better” if only he could regain
his freedom. He finds her flawed, and dwells on all her inadequacies.
The disenchanted lover may even entertain cruel or sadistic flash fanta-
sies about his “beloved” in which he sees himself inflicting harm on her
either physically or psychologically. Gratuitous insults, bad-mouthing,
public humiliation, and punishing silences are the instruments of angry
disengagement.

Thoughts of escape now preoccupy the lover as much as adoring rev-
eries once did. The lover who feels bound to someone he no longer loves
comes to resent his responsibilities. He feels he is being depleted, per-
haps even cheated, by the money, time, and energy he must continue to
expend on her behalf. Matrimonial lawyers testify to this almost inevi-
table outcome of lost love, advising their female clients to settle early,
while their delinquent husbands may still feel guilty, because “no one
likes to pay for a dead horse.”

Falling out of love has a trajectory which is the reverse of falling in
love; like the latter, it is a discontinuous process, issuing forth in bursts
of negativity (instead of adoration) sometimes interspersed with re-
newed wishes for reconciliation. This vacillation continues until one of
the lovers decides to end the relationship and separate. But the disen-
chanted lover may experience a desire to reconcile even after separation
and, as already suggested, may sometimes even fall back in love. The
process of falling out of love, like that of falling into love, ranks as a
grand obsession, but the emotional valence is exactly reversed. Gener-
ally, the lover who falls out of love will mourn the end of love, even
though the “choice” was his. Contrary to the usual assumptions, it
seems that falling out of love is an event of some moment for the disen-
chanted lover, and a painful one.

EMPTY OR HURTFUL RELATIONSHIPS THAT ENDURE

Some marriages that are judged from the outside to be successful are in-
deed highly functional on a superficial level but are dead at their emo-
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tional core. Mutuality, idealization, and real intimacy are no longer a
fundamental part of such relationships. Social dictates have utterly re-
placed the dictates of the heart. Couples like these are generally attached
to the public persona of the “we” and find great security and small plea-
sures in the routine of married life. They may luxuriate in the warm pro-
tection of the institution of marriage, even while loathing the conjugal
embrace. Such couples maintain their relationships with their children,
do not squander their money on two households (as they would in a di-
vorce), enjoy a joint social life and even manage a civil relationship with
one another. They may function smoothly, may know how to do things
well together—travel, entertain, divide chores. In fact, they may have
everything necessary to a successful relationship except for passion and
intimacy. For each participant in such a relationship, it is the social self
rather than the inward self that is validated.

Such a couple shares a joint project, however, and that is the tacit
agreement to present an imposturous relationship to the world. In es-
sence, they have constructed a joint narrative, but what is missing is the
resonance of a meaningful subtext. These marriages may be more stul-
tifying than overtly troubled marriages because in the latter some pas-
sion still exists, and the participants are freer to talk frankly to their
friends and each other; they do not operate under the constraints of hav-
ing to present a fictionalized appearance of happiness.

Some of the participants in empty marriages are themselves un-
aware of the emotional bankruptcy of their lives. They are reassured by
those skeptics of love who have always proclaimed that passion is brief;
since they believe that de-idealization invariably follows idealization,
and that stifling boredom is the inevitable end of love, they do not nec-
essarily feel cheated. They rationalize their situation as being the norm
and compliment themselves on their ability to adjust to adult reality.
They are comforted by denunciations of the superficiality of passionate
love and the immaturity of those who seek it. They would have it that
their triumph lies in a realistic assessment and acceptance of their part-
ners: “I know he’s not Cary Grant, but I’m not Katharine Hepburn ei-
ther.” If at all affluent, they tend to substitute correct consumerism
(buying the right brand, taking the right trip, seeing the latest play) for
passion. Their social life comes to consume more and more of their emo-
tional lives, and concern over whether or not they are invited to a par-
ticular party becomes the substitute for any intimacy. If both partners
are reliably passionless, the “we” lasts but the individuals who made
the pact have generally long since compromised their individual as-
pirations for love, either companionate or passionate. A threat to the
stability of these relationships exists when one partner still has the
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potential for passion and consequently may still seek and find an alter-
native relationship.

The toll on the participants in loveless marriages may far exceed the
mere impoverishment of their relationship. To preserve such a bond of-
ten requires the deadening of one’s general emotional availability and
the suppression of one’s imaginative life. Many people die psychologi-
cally decades before their biological deaths.

But how are we to understand the transition from the ebullience and
hopefulness of newly committed lovers to the resignation, emptiness,
and hopelessness (conscious or not) of disenchanted lovers, the descent
from idealization and mutuality to enmity and boredom, if not outright
torment? Love need not lose its affectionate component even when in-
tensity is gone, so something more than loss of passion must be in-
volved to account for such emptiness or even enmity. As I have tried to
show in the preceding chapters, the early promise of committed love
can run afoul of a number of kinds of problems, generally exaggerations
of love’s ordinary existential problems and conundrums. Love can be
disrupted by shifts in the lovers’ power equilibrium, often more tenu-
ous than either partner knows. Or it can break down when repeated dis-
affections and disappointments lead to de-idealization and loss of
harmonious mutuality. The lover comes to feel criticized and reviled, or
he is overcome with anger, jealousy, or envy. Sometimes the couple sim-
ply appears to have used up its emotional capital, having failed to re-
plenish it with either an enriching sexual life or an ongoing emotional
intimacy.

The saddest, perhaps, of the many different kinds of sad love stories
are those that start out with high hopes, appear to soar, and then are
brought down not by external circumstances but by the lineaments of
character of one lover or both. As each of us comes to know, sometimes
to our astonishment, character (including our own) reveals itself only
after a long time, sometimes in interaction or struggle with the Other,
and sometimes only in circumstances that take us to the limit.

For years I thought I knew something of the story of Leo Tolstoy and
his wife, Sophie. My understanding of that ill-fated liaison was similar
to the account to be found in de Beauvoir’s Second Sex, in which she be-
rates Tolstoy for perpetrating the lie of the ideal couple (Pierre and Na-
tasha as depicted in the epilogue of War and Peace):

The most damning judgment against the Pierre-Natasha myth is to be
found in the Tolstoy couple, Leo and Sophie, which gave origin to it.
Sophie feels a deep repulsion for her husband, she finds him “frightfully
dull”; he deceives her with every peasant woman in the neighborhood,



Unhappy Love 289

she is jealous and bored to death; she goes neurotically through her
many pregnancies, and her children neither fill the void in her heart nor
occupy the emptiness of her days; home is for her an arid desert; for her
husband it is a hell on earth. And it all ends with Sophie, a hysterical old
woman, sleeping half-naked in the damp night of the forest, and with
Leo, a harried old man, running away and disowning finally their
“union of a lifetime.”

Yet if one reads a fuller biographical account of the Tolstoys, the
story that emerges is infinitely more complex. There was, of course, a
long and precipitous decline in their relationship, but in some profound
way, they provided the only real bedrock in one another’s lives, alter-
nating between love and loathing. More than the sexual problems, infi-
delities, multiple pregnancies, and the jealousy that tormented and
divided them, the real decline in their joint life seemed to follow upon
Tolstoy’s monumental death anxiety, which broke out almost uncon-
trollably in mid-life, after the publication of Anna Karenina, and led him
to turn away from literary endeavors and fashionable life, toward reli-
gion and pacifism. Sophie, happy to accommodate to the demands of
Tolstoy the novelist, was unable to share the new priorities of Tolstoy
the pacifist and was resentful of having to try. He, in turn, reviled her
for what he deemed to be her narrowness and materialism. Nonetheless
they were profoundly bound, one to the other, and each was periodi-
cally suffused with moments of love and adoration for the other, almost
until the end.

Committed love relationships, even successful ones, are always del-
icately balanced and require continued re-equilibration as different
strains and conflicts inevitably emerge over the years, not just as a result
of the passage of time, but also because of fundamental changes in the
lovers’ lives and situations: changes in income and jobs, the birth of
children, the demands of dealing with elderly parents, and perhaps,
most of all, the encroachment of aging. It is a commonplace that while
the mid-life crisis may, in fact, have more to do with aging and the first
faint intimations of death than with the strictures of marriage, its reso-
lution or pseudoresolution may well take the form of an extramarital af-
fair or even a divorce.

Paradoxically, the easy availability of divorce, while surely a great
boon to many individuals who would otherwise be locked into terrible
relationships, also causes certain inhibitions in relationships. Some lov-
ers, fearing the ever-present threat of divorce, pull their punches out of
fear of provoking their partners into leaving. This forecloses any possi-
bility of genuinely working out differences and enhances the likelihood
that the marriage will devolve into a manifestly empty, covertly hostile,
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yet enduring relationship. Many women, especially as they get older,
are fearful of confronting and provoking their husbands, because they
judge, often correctly, that their husbands maintain social options in the
real world that they no longer share.

It is for this latter reason—”the double standard of aging”—that
many of the feminist reservations about inequality in marriage remain
pertinent today, this despite some real strides toward equality that
women have been able to make. But as I have previously suggested, it
is somewhat naive to think that economic equality alone would equal-
ize the power balance of a marriage. Economic emancipation is surely
to be applauded—is indispensable really—but as long as older women
are viewed as sexually less desirable than older men, a power imbal-
ance will continue to exist, one that will continue to influence women to
hold their tongues, keep the peace, and take the responsibility for pre-
serving the marriage. Until these realities alter, many women will con-
tinue to behave in a way that we may deplore but must also understand
and feel sympathy for: “a whole tradition enjoins upon wives the art of
‘managing’ a man; one must discover and humor his weaknesses and
must clearly apply in due measure flattery and scorn, docility and resis-
tance, vigilance and leniency.” Real equality between the sexes, as far as
relationships go, will finally depend on abolition of the double standard
of aging—and that will be no mean feat.

THE AFTERMATH OF UNHAPPY LOVE

Many loves end; some sorrowfully, some painfully, and others bitterly.
Nonetheless, for many unhappy lovers, the memory of the joy that was
theirs, and the legacy of change that took place within themselves as a
consequence of love, imbue the experience with value that endures long
after the relationship has ended. Consequently, while love may end un-
happily, this does not mean that the overall effects were necessarily neg-
ative. Some ultimately unsuccessful loves are growth-enhancing and
self-expanding while they last. And the benefits to the lover may out-
live the love. Often the real impact of the experience can be evaluated
only months or years after its end.

And sometimes out of the profound shattering that can take place,
there is an inner regrouping, a creative surge, even from the depths of
despair. One of my dearest friends, a great scholar, wrote his finest and
most personally cherished essay as he emerged from a deeply wound-
ing love affair in which he had been rendered impotent. As a con-
sequence of what he had suffered, he felt he had achieved a new
intellectual clarity and a much deeper insight into life—and into him-
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self. This phenomenon may be equivalent to what has been described
as creative illness—a journey to the depths where it is given to one to
stalk one’s internal demon and to emerge strengthened. This may have
been the case with Jung, who credited some of his major theoretical in-
sights to his deep but thwarted love relationship with Spielrein (as dis-
cussed earlier). As W. H. Auden would have it, “Weeping Eros is the
builder of cities.” (This is quite different from Freud’s view of creativity
as the product of repressed, rather than thwarted or lost, Eros.)

Even during the course of unhappy or problematic love, there may
be a creative surge. Emma Goldman’s most creative period is said to
have coincided with her tempestuous love affair with Ben Reitman.
Goldman—Red Emma as she was known—was an anarchist and an ad-
vocate of free love, a fiercely political person. While the outlines of her
life have been well known to political people and feminists for many
years, her name, and biography, are better known today because of the
discovery in 1975 of the love letters exchanged between Goldman and
the love of her life, Ben Reitman, and the two biographical studies that
grew out of that discovery.

In these letters Goldman speaks of a love that opened up “the prison
gates” of her womanhood. For the ten years between her meeting with
Reitman in 1908 and his marriage in 1917—perhaps the most produc-
tive of Goldman’s life—she lived with Reitman, playing out love and
anarchy. She was ten years older, he a dubious convert to her cause.
For him she was “Blue Eyed Mommy”; for her, he was “Hobo.” Despite
Reitman’s impulsiveness, “he seems to have been looking for some al-
ternative to his chaotic, disorderly, drifting life. Emma Goldman’s
strength gave direction and discipline to his own grandiose fantasies of
saving the world.. . .He was filled with admiration, flattered by her at-
tention, excited by her notoriety, aroused by her passion. He needed
someone to inspire and organize his life; she needed someone to help
her and cheer her, to work for her by day and make love to her at night.
Both in a way had found the realization of their dreams—but also of
their nightmares.”

The unhappy underside of their relationship was her uncertainty
about his commitment and her utter preoccupation with his fidelity, or,
as I should say, lack thereof. Unfortunately for her peace of mind as well
as her ideals, she found herself consumed with possessiveness and jeal-
ousy. In the end Hobo left his “Mommy” ostensibly because he wanted
children and a conventional family life. Though Goldman had always
deplored women’s fear of public opinion and urged frankness, when
the time came for her to write her autobiography, she was torn about
whether or not to record the tormented aspects of her love life, and,
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finally, chose not to. One surely understands. Sex might be revealed, but
not those possessive feelings she deemed so shameful. And yet, the con-
junction between her consuming passion and the intensification of her
creativity tell their own important story—one perhaps somewhat at
odds with her political theories about the priority of free sex in the cause
of liberation. (One must surely liberate one’s sexuality but perhaps love
more reliably liberates the self.)

Some people maintain deep emotional attachments to those they
once loved romantically earlier in their lives, knowing that no one else
shares their memories and their coming of age together. This may ac-
count for the number of stories one hears about loves rekindled at high
school reunions decades after their first flaming. (The reasons range
from “She was everything I remembered”—the lover’s reel replayed—
to “He even remembered my darling aunt who died when I was in high
school.”) A sizable number of divorced pairs view one another as ex-
tended family. One man confessed to his ex-wife that he saw her as his
ace-in-the-hole, knowing that in any serious crisis he could count on
her. They had no real ongoing relationship, but when his crisis—a major
illness—came and he called on her, she did indeed rise to the occasion.
In the deepest sense, we come to know very few people, and so may al-
ways treasure those few with whom we enacted those basic dramas that
shaped our identities and destinies. This may be especially true for our
earliest loves and may account for the privileged place in memory that
first love often holds.

Perhaps one of the strangest, most intense stories of a deep connec-
tion to someone no longer loved (at least not romantically) is to be
found in Marguerite Duras’s memoir, The War. Married and living in
Paris, she had fallen in love with D., a good friend of both her husband
and herself. Her husband, Robert L., a political prisoner of war, is re-
ported to have survived the liberation and Duras is awaiting his release
from Belsen, unsure of whether he is alive or dead. During the period
of waiting she is half-crazed—anxious, depressed, and essentially non-
functional. She cannot sleep, she cannot eat, she cannot be comforted by
her lover. Walking the streets she thinks, “He’s been dead for three
weeks. Yes, that’s what’s happened. I’m certain of it. I walk faster. His
mouth is half open. It’s evening. He thought of me before he died. The
pain is so great it can’t breathe, it gasps for air. Pain needs room. There
are far too many people on the streets; I wish I were on a great plain all
alone. Just before he died he must have spoken my name.”

François Mitterand (a fellow member of the underground) calls Du-
ras to say that Robert L. is still alive, too weak to leave the camp, and so
frail that he might not live. Duras dispatches D. and another friend to
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rescue Robert L. Though officially liberated, he is thought to have ty-
phus, and, therefore quarantined, is about to be given injections that
might kill him. D. and a friend Beauchamp rescue Robert L., and bring
him back to Paris, where Duras, D., and the doctor are all caught up in
the heroic effort to save him. Feeble, emaciated, starved as he is, food
will kill him. They must nurse him back, feeding him meat extract drop
by drop. As Robert L.’s strength comes back so does Duras’s. She begins
to eat again and to sleep, to put on weight. “We’re going to live. Like
him I haven’t been able to eat for seventeen days. Like him I haven’t
slept for seventeen days, or at least that’s what I think. In fact, I’ve slept
for two or three hours a day. I fall asleep anywhere. And wake in terror.
It’s awful, everytime I think he’s died while I was asleep.” Later during
his convalescence she told Robert L. that “we had to get a divorce, that
I wanted a child by D., that it was because of the name the child would
bear. He asked if one day we might get together again. I said no, that I
hadn’t changed my mind since two years ago, since I’d met D. I said
that even if D. hadn’t existed I wouldn’t have lived with him again. He
didn’t ask me my reasons for leaving. I didn’t tell him what they were.”
Nor does she tell the reader. But we are left with a vivid impression of
the profound connection, devotion, and loyalty that propelled Duras to
pluck him back from the dead, feelings that lasted longer than the love
that first inspired them. While there may be readers who see guilt as the
underlying motive that impelled Duras’s heroic rescue of Robert L., for
me, the tone and feeling of the memoir points more to a sense of a pro-
found identification which she had with him; to the kind of feelings most
often evoked vis-á-vis one’s own children when they are threatened.

Sometimes what lovers feel after the end of love seems nothing more
than an intermittent nostalgia for a lost love. Yet the strength of the poi-
gnancy and regret they experience suggests that nostalgia has uncon-
scious reverberations of some complexity. Nostalgia for lost love is often
so dear to us as to suggest it may serve an important psychic function.
Perhaps that is why we respond to it so powerfully in movies as well as
in life. Nostalgia is the feeling to which audiences seem to react in The
Way We Were, an earlier generation’s Big Chill. The movie portrays the
very touching story of the courtship and marriage of a radical Jewish girl
(Barbra Streisand) and a golden boy (Robert Redford) who meet in col-
lege and later marry, but who eventually encounter an irreconcilable dif-
ference—his willingness to “sell-out” and her intractable rectitude. But
the climax of the film is the chance meeting between them years after
they have separated—she as political as ever, he with a golden girl. What
passes between them is some combination of remembered love, sorrow,
and regret, but they go their separate ways. Yet, they (and the audience)
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know that they came of age together, that through their relationship they
came to know themselves as well as each other, to accept that self-knowl-
edge and encompass the Other’s reality, and this knowledge suffuses
with sadness the inevitability of their parting once again.

What hidden strings does nostalgia play upon, that it should resonate
so powerfully within us? I’ve already suggested that the power of such
films as Casablanca and Gone with the Wind can in part be explained by their
evocation not just of what was, but what could still be. Their enduring ap-
peal, like that of certain personal memories suggests that there may be a
second story hidden behind the surface story, one which works its magic
on the viewer even if he is not aware of its existence. In Casablanca, where
the manifest story is one of thwarted love, the story resonating beneath the
surface is that of the perfect love that might have existed—endless and
eternal—had circumstances been different. If the Ingrid Bergman charac-
ter were not already married, or if her husband were not a noble leader of
the French resistance, and if she, her husband, and the Bogart character
had not all been so pure of heart—so the movie reassures us—their love
could have and would have triumphed and endured. Erich Segal’s Love
Story also derives its power from an evocation of perfect enduring love
that would have prevailed if only the heroine had not been struck down—
not, as some critics claim, because it echoes the death theme of the Lie-
bestod. I’ve already quoted David’s insight in Endless Love: “If endless love
was a dream, then it was a dream we all shared, even more than we all
shared the dream of never dying or of traveling through time.” Beneath
the manifest story of lost love lies the hidden more powerful story of per-
fect love, which confirms in us our own sweet hopes and dreams.

In Gone with the Wind love was doomed not by external circum-
stances, but by the destiny implicit in character. Scarlett and Rhett did
love each other; but their timing was bad. Had Scarlett come to self-
knowledge sooner, if Rhett had been more patient and forgiving, the
outcome could have been different. And so, what makes the movie the
enormous success it is (other than its filmic qualities) is not so much
what happens, but what the screen conveys about what could have
happened: two joyous, spirited creatures, full-blooded and passionate,
triumphing together over the devastations of war and sickness, poverty
and destruction, walking off into a blood-red sunset in each other’s arms.
The image of the rejected Scarlett (with which in fact the film ends) fades
before the glorious image of potentiality that fills the mind’s eye. The
very specificity of the reasons for love’s failure lends credibility to the
illusion that perfect love might otherwise have been attained. And so
the promise of love between Rhett and Scarlett is somehow allowed to
retain its integrity. “What might have been” triumphs over “what was.”
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So, too, do we sometimes play with memories of our own lost loves.
These in turn, reverberate with feelings carried over from our earliest
love losses—the loss of our state of oneness with mother and of all that
we longed for in our Oedipal years. If only we can persist in our belief
that the romances of our earlier life were worthwhile, lost only because
of destiny or fate or circumstances beyond our control, we are able to
maintain our idealized belief in perfect love, and to preserve our hope
for a future love that will finally fulfill all our most cherished dreams.

�
Even without any creative outcome, be it an artistic masterwork, a

psychological shift, an enduring friendship, or even a sweet memory,
the most unhappy or difficult love relationships are not always ulti-
mately destructive; nor do they rule out subsequent happy loves. Take,
for example, Colette who spent the last twenty years of her life in a com-
fortable love relationship, having survived two previous depleting and
stormy marriages. We all know people who have been hurt, even sav-
aged, in love, but go on to find comfortable, happy relationships and
sometimes passionate ones. In fact, many people who had failed abys-
mally in their first marriages are able to achieve happiness in second
marriages. They have learned something of themselves and of the re-
quirements for relationships.

However, there’s no denying that unhappy love can have long-term
unhappy consequences for its sufferers. Given certain pre-existing psy-
chological vulnerabilities, the sorrows of tainted or unhappy love can
be perpetuated in low self-esteem or a damaged perception of future al-
ternatives and possibilities. Sometimes the rejected lover, or the disen-
chanted lover, or the unrequited one never recovers, or appears to
recover only to embark shortly thereafter on yet another horrific expe-
rience. The rejected lover may continue to overidealize the rejecting
lover, and assume that all the benefits of love were tied to him, and
could never be duplicated with anyone else. (Maria Callas seems to
have felt that way after she lost Onassis.) Consequently the rejected
lover may foreclose any possibility of future relationships and be left
with negative feelings not just about herself (having taken to heart all the
complaints the beloved raised against her), but about other people in
general and the possibilities of love in particular. Or, more extrava-
gantly, the rejected lover may feel driven to suicide or murder. For his
part, the disenchanted lover may not learn anything from his experi-
ence, either what qualities truly matter to him or what qualities in him-
self he might hope to change, and he too may remain bitter about love
or may enter blindly into repetitive relationships which result in the
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same unhappy outcome each time. The unrequited lover may recover,
as Charlotte Brontë did, going on to marry her father’s curate, with
whom by all accounts she was very happy for the nine months of mar-
ried life she was able to enjoy before she died, or alternately may never
let go of the fantasied relationship—as appears to have been the case
with Adèle Hugo. The love has become obsessive and may evolve into
a kind of imaginary love.

Who will be destroyed by unhappy love, who will recover from or
even benefit from it? How can we tell when love is, as we might say,
counter-indicated? Since the sufferers of unhappy love are so many and
various, it is not very instructive to say of those lovers who are particu-
larly devastated by love that they are neurotic. In fact, many people
with a significant degree of neurosis are still able to achieve enduring
and happy love. Think, for example, of the clinging vine, who has
found a degree of happiness by finding an oak to which to cleave, oak
and vine having worked out a satisfactory, symbiotic arrangement.
Consequently, it would seem that only particular kinds of psychological
problems lead to inevitable devastations in one’s love life.

What are the manifestations that are predictive of the least tenable
outcomes? It is sometimes difficult to say, because there’s frequently a
great deal of overlap between the normal tumult in the pursuit of love
and those neurotic variations that bode ill. However, there are certain
cues that signal the contamination of love affairs by either primitive
psychic mechanisms or psychopathological components that will de-
stroy the possibilities of love or ravage the lover, and these cues are
well-known to clinicians. They include, among others, excessive self-
doubting and self-torment when the relationship goes badly; uncon-
scious sabotage of the relationship (particularly through unconscious
manifestations of hostility) accompanied by feelings and fears of rejec-
tion; the periodic unleashing of rageful attacks followed by abject re-
pentance; suicidal feelings whenever the relationship threatens to break
up; intense outbreaks of uncontrollable jealousy, often unprovoked; re-
petitive choice of inappropriate or unavailable partners; the compulsive
choice of lovers who are caricatured reincarnations of one’s parental
imagoes; the abandonment of all other pleasures, pursuits, and obliga-
tions; the complete inability to perceive realistically any easily identifi-
able problems in the beloved; sudden abrupt changes in feeling from
love to loathing and vice versa; feelings of unworthiness; overriding
wishes to rescue or be rescued; holding on whatever the emotional price
or humiliation, and so on.

These are typical kinds of distortions and excesses that habitually be-
set the aspiring but perpetually defeated or disenchanted lover. Some of
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the simpler ones tend to ameliorate with time, life experience, insight, or
a rare stroke of fortune. Others prove stubborn without benefit of some
form of psychotherapeutic intervention, and some seem to defeat even
the most thoroughgoing therapeutic attempts at insight and change.

That said, we must acknowledge that while there are indeed neu-
rotic problems that may act to the detriment of love, there appears to be
a more fundamental (and universal) psychological flaw that plagues
the course of love. Though we all seem to expect it as our god-given
right, happiness (in love or in any other endeavor) is hard to come by,
and confronted with any unhappiness each of us tends to find the cause
in the nearest scapegoat. When we are young, that scapegoat is gener-
ally a parent or a rival sibling; when we are married that person is most
often our spouse. As a consequence, love bears not only its own bur-
dens, but the weight of all our unfulfilled desires and frustrations.

In the end, the fate of love may be said to depend upon many vari-
ables, among these the lovers’ temperament, capacity for tolerance, and
gift for healthy denial (or oversight) and forgiveness. But it is not only
what we bring to love that affects its capacity to endure. We must learn
both to acknowledge the centrality of romantic love to our lives, and to
maintain other relationships, other avenues to meaning. For, perhaps
most important of all for the survival of love, we must not ask it to bear
the weight of all meaning.
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C H A P T E R  1 3

Love That Enriches, 
Love That Endures

Good love is love that ultimately promotes the lover’s sense of self-
worth and liberates him from the strictures of self. Whether that love
lasts the millennium is not the overriding consideration. In making this
very point, Theodor Reik borrowed a politician’s witticism: “Speeches to
be immortal need not be eternal.” Auden beautifully celebrates the tran-
scendence of love, even while acknowledging its transience, in a poem
that opens with the lines: “Lay your sleeping head, my love,/Human on
my faithless arm;” and goes on to depict precious instants of love:

Soul and body have no bounds:
To lovers as they lie upon
Her tolerant enchanted Slope
In the ordinary swoon,
Grave the vision Venus sends
Of supernatural sympathy,
Universal love and hope;.. .

Nonetheless, lovers always aspire to eternal, rather than merely im-
mortal, love. (This aspiration is a natural consequence of the fact that the
wish for all forms of gratification, including love, originates in the uncon-
scious, where everything exists outside a temporal dimension.) Some
lovers actually achieve the near impossible: the preservation of passion in
love. And it is natural for lovers and love’s theorists both to have a pro-
found interest in attempting to understand those factors that allow love
to be sustained in its passionate form over the course of many years.
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But, just as I do not claim that passionate love is valuable only when
sustained, I do not claim that passionate love is the only form worth
sustaining. There are many cases of passionate love which, when for-
malized and institutionalized (as in marriage), evolve into a “mature”
and deeply gratifying form of love characterized by bonds of duty and
affection rather than passion. At a time when so many passionate loves
terminate in complete rupture, even rubble, such evolution to a quieter,
stable form appears highly desirable. And so it is. Another stable vari-
ant is a cross between the affectionate and the passionate: one lover is
passionately in love, while the other feels fondness rather than ecstasy.
And, if one wants to search out first-person accounts of “perfect”
unions, one need only talk to a lover whose love was interrupted by the
death of the beloved. If we count all these variants along with relation-
ships that maintain their passionate intensity as successes, then love
may often have happier outcomes than is generally supposed.

Why, then, is the skepticism about love so rampant? First of all, be-
cause some people consider successful only those loves which retain
their intensity, and as must be readily admitted, they appear to be the
minority although, in my opinion, a significant one.

Secondly, the literary depiction of love, from which we draw so
many of our judgments about it, has had difficulty depicting happy
love. Auden has said: “Of the many (far too many) love poems written
in the first person which I have read, the most convincing were, either
the fa-la-las of a good-natured sensuality which made no pretense at se-
rious love, or howls of grief because the beloved had died and was no
longer capable of love, or roars of disapproval because she loved an-
other or nobody but herself; the least convincing were those in which
the poet claimed to be in earnest, yet had no complaint to make.” Fiction
has had as much trouble as poetry in depicting realized, sustained, pas-
sionate love, and thus we have few literary models for this experience.
Perhaps this is because, as Tolstoy suggested—and many others follow-
ing his lead have concurred—all happy families are alike.

Thirdly, skepticism about love may be stoked by envy. Love stirs
envy in observers, and the envious observer may then try to discredit
love so as to quiet that envy. Such envy may well have its point of origin
in the feelings of exclusion experienced by the child vis-à-vis his par-
ents, particularly and paradigmatically when the parents seek the com-
munion of love behind closed doors. It is of course true that lovers, so
obsessed with one another, tend to exclude those around them, even
those near and dear, and thus inadvertently evoke anger and envy.

The magnitude of the fascination and abhorrence the observers of
love may feel as a result of envy is exquisitely caught in a passage in
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Salter’s novel A Sport and A Pastime. In fact, one subject of that book is
an observer’s perspective on a sexually passionate love affair. As such,
it is truly a tour de force. Here is the narrator-observer speaking:

What had happened? They had gone off and made love. That isn’t so
rare. One must expect to encounter it. It’s nothing but a sweet accident,
perhaps just the end of illusion. In a sense one can say it’s harmless, but
why, then, beneath everything does one feel so apart? Isolated. Murder-
ous, even.

In a way I could calmly expect that from this point they would begin,
having discovered all there was so soon, to lose interest in each other, to
grow cold, but these acts are sometimes merely an introduction—in the
great, carnal duets I think they must often be—and I search for the exact
ciphers which serve to open it all as if for a safe combination. I rearrange
events and make up phrases to reveal how the first innocence changed
into long Sunday mornings, the bells filling the air, pillows jammed un-
der her belly, her marvelous behind high in the daylight. Dean slowly
inserts himself, deep as a sword wound.

I prefer not to think about it, I turn away, but it’s impossible to control
these dreams... .I cannot stop them even if I want to.. . .My own life sud-
denly seems nothing, an old costume, a collection of rags, and I walk,
I breathe to the rhythm of his which is stronger than mine.

This narrator-observer knows he is not fully objective, that his percep-
tions are partly derivatives of his own imagination. Most observers of
love, however, believe that they, in contrast to the lovers, are objective.
In truth, the observers are often as subjective as the participants. Both
see different truths and construct different falsities depending on their
own unconscious needs.

Even when we are not envious, our perceptions of lovers and of cou-
ples in general are colored by unconscious expectations and fantasies.
Just as each of us has an image of the “Lover-Shadow”—an uncon-
scious dream of our own idealized beloved—so, too, do we have an im-
age of a perfectly loving couple. Sometimes we project that image onto
couples whom we know where it may or may not approximate reality.
One youngish man adored such a couple and found a good deal of
warmth within their orbit. They appeared to him to be soul mates and
ideal parents, creating in the country an idyllic existence antipolar to the
materialistic values of his city friends. They lived modestly, but reached
out to their friends with ritual and holiday feasts, touching those
around them with the authenticity of their warmth and mutuality. The
youngish man was so enamored of the couple that when he belatedly
married, he tried to model his own marriage on that of his friends.
Imagine his sense of horror and personal betrayal when the admired
husband, complaining of feeling stifled, ran off with another woman.
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Most of us, however, are more likely to err in the direction of harsh-
ness toward those loves that come within our purview. We see only the
flaws in a relationship and come to the conclusion that one or the other
of the lovers (if not both) is deluding himself so as to preserve the illu-
sion of love, or perpetuate dependency gratifications, or whatever.

In the case of either kind of distortion, positive or negative, there is
no doubt that we do see part of the truth, but we miss part of it too, and
perhaps the most important part. What counts in the end for the indi-
vidual is, of course, his subjective experience, provided that his distor-
tions are not so great that “reality” will shortly come tumbling down on
his head. Too often our lack of tolerance for adaptive solutions and val-
ues different from our own lead us to make inappropriate and irrele-
vant judgments of other people’s loves.

AFFECTIONATE BONDING

“Love and marriage” may go together like a “horse and carriage” in the
lyrics of an old song, but in the modern world the belief that love and
marriage go together is about as obsolete as the aforementioned con-
veyance. In fact, conventional contemporary wisdom has it that pas-
sionate love and marriage are at odds with one another, passion
diminishing as a function of commitment. (The suspicion that love can-
not thrive in marriage is not merely a modern prejudice, however; it has
roots at least as far back as the Middle Ages, in the troubadour idealiza-
tion of adulterous love.) Passion is seen as a mere prelude, in healthful
or optimal situations, to a mature form of love which is usually desig-
nated as “affectionate bonding” or “companionate love.” In this view,
while many different kinds of people may have the experience (and ex-
citement) of falling in love, the state of being in love will fade quickly
enough and only those who have achieved a certain measure of emo-
tional maturity (mature object relations) will be able to convert the intro-
ductory phase into a steady-state love relationship, albeit a muted one.

The traditional philosophic view echoes the psychoanalytic view in
its insistence that passionate love diminishes in intensity as it ap-
proaches fulfillment. For Plato, passion is the intermediate state be-
tween yearning and possessing; it corresponds to the trajectory between
not having and having, disappearing in the very moment of its satisfac-
tion. And, surely, many love relationships—perhaps the majority—do
follow that pattern, though some retain their passionate intensity.

Affectionate bonding may be what is left of a love affair after the
passionate component fades, but it may also have a life of its own in a
relationship that was never passionate, never had any moments of
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transcendence, but always provided the kind of warmth and affection,
tenderness, and nurturance that bind people together. Moreover, such re-
lationships are not the private preserve of the “healthy”; many couples
with neurotic interactions nonetheless form stable loving connections.

Affectionate bonding appears in both unconventional and conven-
tional forms. One of the more unconventional, at least to the American
mind, is perhaps that of novelist and poet Vita Sackville-West and
writer and diplomat Harold Nicolson. Though each of them was homo-
sexual, their marriage was successful. Their story was chronicled by one
of their two children, Nigel Nicolson. Of his book, which draws on—
among other sources—his mother’s diaries, he says:

It is the story of two people who married for love and whose love deep-
ened with every passing year, although each was constantly and by mu-
tual consent unfaithful to the other. Both loved people of their own sex,
but not exclusively.. . .If their marriage is seen as a harbour, their love af-
fairs were mere ports of call. It was to the harbour that both returned; it
was there that both were based.

Later on he recounts the nature of their relationship more precisely.

What cannot be preserved except in memory is the gentleness of their
reunions. They did not “leap together like two flames,”.. .but berthed
like sister ships. There was always a certain bustle, the business of un-
packing and tea, the tour of the garden and the changing of clothes, but
soon they settled down to their easy companionship, allowing words to
trickle into the crevasses of the other’s mind, feeding each other with
impressions of what they had read or heard, stimulating, reassuring,
teasing by turns—a process that was half solicitous, half provocative, al-
ways tender.

Many people may take exception to the proposition that this is a won-
derful example of affectionate bonding. Even so, given the sorrows and
pains that accompany so many of our human pursuits—surely includ-
ing love—I think we ought not be so quick to deny the goodness of that
which may be strange to us, but deeply fulfilling to the principals in-
volved.

The difference in the judgments we make may have to do with
whether or not we believe it is “justifiable” or “healthy” for the individ-
ual to separate his sexual life from his affectionate life. Theoretically,
probably it is not. But historically and experientially, the arrangement
surely occurs with enough regularity and frequency that we ought not
to expect people to forego affection just because they can’t integrate it
with sex. When we compare love without sex to a more prevalent and
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commonly sanctioned alternative—the preservation of perfunctory sex
within an emotionally depleted union—the former compromise may
look very good indeed, especially when painted in the glowing colors
of the Sackville-West/Nicolson marriage portrait.

However, affectionate bonding often is combined with sexuality,
and this constitutes a very happy outcome for many lovers. In Woody
Allen’s movie Radio Days, set in the days of World War II, there is an
early scene in which the tiny old grandfather is standing behind his
more-than-buxom wife, trying to stuff her into one of the full-torso cor-
sets women wore in the 1940s. The scene is comic, but it transcends the
merely humorous, evoking as it does the casual yet tender earthiness of
a couple who have shared half a century of physical intimacy. The two
are at ease, deeply unashamed with one another despite the ravages of
time and gravity, and their intimacy is extremely moving to the viewer.

Affectionate bonding is based on mutuality and warmth and, above
all, on trust and loyalty. This kind of bond provides what Lasch called
a “haven in a heartless world.” Our picture of such relationships conjures
up hearth and home, family pleasures, a leisurely pace, and homely com-
forts. In the best of such relationships, the lovers have constructed for
themselves a context rich with meaning: they maintain a joint memory
bank, share long-standing jokes, constantly re-edit the family mythol-
ogy, update the picture albums, and exchange tokens and tidbits. Their
bond is that of shared ongoing values, habits, and pleasures. In short,
the lovers validate each other’s lives and provide enough warmth not
only for themselves but for those around them, children and friends. If
our parents had such a relationship we considered ourselves fortunate;
if they didn’t we envied our friends whose parents did. (Perhaps the
reason is that these relationships leave room for the children, while the
more passionate variety sometimes does not.) However, when we think
of what we want for ourselves, we usually daydream about a love that
is more passionate than companionate.

Some affectionate lovers may yearn for passion but fear making any
new experiments knowing only too well the negative alternatives to
companionate bonding; they think of those who live alone and those
who live in mutual combat. Some passionate lovers, reeling out of tem-
pestuous love affairs that have left them depleted and wary of too much
intensity, are eager to seek refuge in the bonds of affection. For many
couples, the metamorphosis from passion to a quieter love is eagerly
greeted and strongly affirmed. There is an ongoing happiness and ease
and the security that the partners have come to a good realistic appreci-
ation of one another and need not fear any sudden reverses or radical
deidealization.
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In addition, there is always between lovers a degree of ongoing grat-
itude—gratitude at being understood and affirmed and for having
someone to stand by one in those inevitable moments of sorrow, hurt,
depression, and reversals of fortune. The joys of tender solicitude may
be ample enough, particularly if the lovers have at some point had the
joys of a more ecstatic union. I say this because, having had the experi-
ence they know what it is and need not feel they’ve been cheated, and
so are freer to appreciate the great value of what remains.

What are the prerequisites that allow for the perpetuation of warm
affectionate bonding? The lovers must establish what for them will be
the optimal distance between them, allowing for union without sub-
verting autonomy through domination or submission. For most lovers,
attaining the optimal distance means two things: the lover has the abil-
ity to periodically be alone without feeling empty and he has the ability
to open up in intimacy. There must be some workable mutual accom-
modation to both intimacy and separation. Otherwise the most loving
bonds are experienced as intrusive, or the shortest of separations is ex-
perienced (by one lover, anyway) as intolerable. The lover must be able
to periodically renounce his urge to nurture the Other and allow the be-
loved to move away. Individuals best able to maintain the paradoxical
stance required in love—the ability to achieve union without compro-
mising autonomy, and to tolerate aloneness without collapse of the
self—are often those with a strong sense of self; they do not have to suc-
cumb to the temptation of either triangles or solitude to preserve auton-
omy. However, there are other kinds of workable balances; for example,
if both lovers have significant dependency problems, they may require
and tolerate more absolute togetherness than is generally the case.

The lovers must be able to counter those disillusionments so rampant
in committed relationships. These problems are easiest to counter when
each lover’s idealization of the other has not been too extreme, meaning
that it has been based on attributes which were accurately perceived and
truly valued. Most important, the lover must be able to tolerate some
frustration and to be satisfied with what is good, not demanding impos-
sible perfection of either the beloved’s character or ministrations. In this
sense, happy love depends in part on temperament, on the ability to look
at life on balance. The lover must be able to discount some of the nega-
tives, to blink and look away, to deny and to forgive.

Moreover, as we know, the existential problems lovers encounter
can be intensified both by character and certain kinds of neurotic prob-
lems. Perfectionists suffer in life as well as in love. Any proclivity to
generating and harboring anger, jealousy, or envy acts against one’s
ability to perpetuate love. Neither lover can be so riddled with ongoing
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hostility (deriving from the past, though experienced in the present)
that it becomes impossible to maintain the requisite good will toward
the beloved.

ENDURING PASSION: THE FORTUNATE FEW

In contrast to the dominant theoretical position that passion must fade,
there is another theoretical proposition that suggests that passionate
love can indeed abide. Georg Simmel takes this latter position:

.. .love may arise anew in the very moment of its passing. From the per-
spective of its meaning, love remains fixed within a process of rhythmic
oscillation. The moments of fulfillment lie in its pauses. However, where
love is anchored in the ultimate depths of the soul, the cycle of having
and not-having describes only the shape of its expression and its out-
ward aspect. The being of love, the pure phenomenon of which is desire,
cannot be terminated by the appeasement of this desire.

I would agree with Simmel that for the fortunate few passionate inten-
sity lasts and is not fated to be subsumed in the quieter companionate
love that mental health practitioners advocate. For as long as lovers
share a mutual fascination with one another, then they can manage to
sustain a passionate love in which desire and fulfillment alternate with-
out ever spelling love’s end.

To ask if it is ever possible to maintain the intensity of the courtship
period throughout an ongoing committed relationship is perhaps to put
the wrong question the wrong way. A long-term passionate relation-
ship is closer to what Simmel describes; it is a relationship in which the
capacity for passionate engagement remains alive and emerges inter-
mittently. While the lovers might not be as obsessed with their love mo-
ment to moment as they are during the courtship stage—such obsession
is not completely consonant with functional life—nonetheless they
sense that any separation or threatened rupture would quickly enough
bring passion to the boiling point. Even without such a threat, the lovers
experience periodic intervals of intensity—”love attacks” as it were.
They maintain their interest in, and commitment to, the subjectivity of
the Other. And they continue to achieve moments in which they expe-
rience soulful “merging.”

However, the possibility of an ongoing passionate involvement re-
quires certain preconditions. First of all, the lovers must be willing to
make some sort of passionate commitment to one another. This need
not be legal, but it surely must be spiritual. George Sand—not herself
notable for a lifetime of faithfulness to one man—wrote her son Maurice
the following letter:
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To marry without love is to serve a life-sentence in the galleys. I heard
you say not so long ago that you thought yourself to be incapable of lov-
ing anybody always, and could give no guarantee that you would be
faithful to your marriage vows. If you really mean that, then do not get
married at all, because, if you do you will, in the long run, become a
cuckold, and deservedly so. If you married in that state of mind you
would merely be sharing your life with a brutalized victim, a jealous
fury, or a dupe for whom you could feel nothing but contempt. When
one truly loves one is quite certain that one will be faithful. One may be
wrong, but one believes it; the vows one makes are made in good faith,
and one is happy for as long as one remains true to them. If an exclusive
love cannot last a lifetime (and I have never found any satisfactory proof
that it can), it does at least give many happy years so long as the belief
that such a thing is possible persists.. ..On the day when I see you sure
of yourself, I shall cease to worry.

What George Sand is discussing here we may think of as a kind of
“existential good faith”—a willingness and ability to believe wholly in
one’s commitment (or cause or work), an acceptance that is analogous
to Coleridge’s “willing suspension of disbelief.” Skepticism, like that
which George Sand’s son apparently expressed, is often only a defense
or a mask for one’s inability or unwillingness to undergo the risks of
loving without guarantees that love will succeed.

But there is no denying that preserving intensity does pose special
problems. While excitement depends on novelty, on otherness, intimacy
and security more often depend on knowledge. Therefore it would seem
almost a contradiction in terms to expect that intimate loving couples
could preserve excitement over a long period of time. The dilemma is
how to perpetuate mystery, uncertainty, and novelty while integrating
them into a stable relationship. Successful lovers intuitively (or acciden-
tally) solve the problem in creative ways. There are a variety of strategies
that different pairs of lovers use to cut this curious Gordian knot. Excite-
ment can be fostered by uncertainty, by periodic separations, by sharing
external projects, by unconventionality, and, most importantly, perhaps,
by ready access to the unconscious and the primitive reaches of one’s
own and one’s lover’s soul. It can be renewed by threats of triangulation
(though this sometimes becomes destabilizing rather than simply excit-
ing). And intensity can sometimes be maintained courtesy of particular
neurotic fits.

Those lovers who use separation (psychic or geographic) to keep
love exciting, find that their periods apart offer them opportunities for
inner change or insight. Creative people are more apt to avail them-
selves of this mode, because they more often require intervals of sepa-
ration and isolation for inner development, and they can more readily
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turn such periods into times of growth. Those inner changes and cre-
ative insights generated in separation are then brought back into the re-
lationship, which becomes imbued with a new mystery. When this
works, it is, of course, a rare achievement, one that is arrived at intu-
itively, not programmed or plotted in advance. Its rarity probably re-
lates to the fact that both lovers must thrive on periodic separation, and
this is usually only true of one. The danger is, of course, that the sepa-
ration becomes more heavily invested than the reunion.

Some lovers find their excitement in a shared external project. This
may take the form of a cause that fires the imagination of both, offering
them a joint source of excitement issuing from the external world. They
would agree with Antoine de Saint-Exupéry’s statement that “Love
does not consist in gazing at each other, but in looking outward in the
same direction.” For many, the common cause is political, though it
could be artistic, religious, altruistic, or even (thinking of Harry Helms-
ley and his Queen) mercantile in nature. Mutually engaged, passionate
couples are often found in the wake of causes, jointly committed to do-
ing good, righting injustice, reforming, preserving, or revolutionizing.
One thinks of the proverbial left-wing couple who would never marry
because they were intellectually committed to the proposition that mar-
riage was bourgeois, but who stayed together shamefacedly faithful
and passionate. Another fantasy version was embodied in the Nick and
Nora Charles movies; Myrna Loy and William Powell played the ultra-
sophisticated, ever-loving, and romantic detectives. (This tradition has
been continued in television with the McMillans and the Harts, and
Scarecrow and Mrs. King, too.)

The dream of many people is to find a love relationship which is also the
locus of collaborative creative work. This is relatively common in the pop
music business, film, and the theatre, though the couple’s attachment may
or may not endure. (One thinks of the Lunts, John Lennon and Yoko Ono,
and so on.)

Occasionally, one lover will be able to find purpose and excitement
in service to the other’s cause. One woman I know—not apparently
psychologically subservient to any degree whatsoever—orchestrates an
imaginative creative life around the centerpiece of her husband’s work,
which both perceive as committed, engaged, and in the service of a better
and more just world. Paradoxically (to the observer), the true creativity is
hers; she is one of those rare persons whose art expresses itself in the
creation of those luminous shifting tableaux of daily life. She gets in-
volved in the administration and practical aspects of his career so that
he can focus his skills where most needed. But she is the emotional cen-
ter, he somewhat deadened without her. Her intuitive, interpersonal,



Love That Enriches, Love That Endures 309

and social gifts make up for his deficiencies in those areas and enable
her to hold her own in what could have been a very unbalanced rela-
tionship.

Historically, given the pre-eminence accorded to men and their
work, creative collaboration usually consisted of a wife serving as help-
mate to her husband’s gifts and pursuits. (And such relationships are
still with us today to a remarkable degree.) However, these one-sided
collaborations often prove extremely vulnerable. Jane Carlyle who made
a career of protecting Thomas Carlyle’s prodigious productivity—and
wrote wittily of her jousts with servants and noise—was almost emo-
tionally destroyed by her husband’s attentions to another woman. And
Sophie Tolstoy ended up resenting her own daughter’s secretarial min-
istrations to Leo Tolstoy. But some lopsided partnerships were (and are)
gratifying to both.

Some couples, of course, share pursuits in a genuinely egalitarian
manner. Frank Sheed and Maisie Ward engaged in a “lifelong affair”
within their long marriage. In Frank and Maisie: A Memoir with Parents,
their son, Wilfred Sheed, has penned a wonderful account of their ex-
traordinary relationship. Its success seemed to grow out of many differ-
ent roots. For openers, Maisie Ward and Frank Sheed rescued one another
from unsatisfactory (or limiting) beginnings, shared a joint passion, and
started Sheed and Ward Publishing, an enterprise that figured hugely
in the evolution of contemporary Catholicism. She was the daughter of
English Catholic gentry, finding herself in young adulthood at loose
ends, with energy and vision but no career. He was an Aussie, in flight
from a certain sterility of purpose, who found his destiny in Maisie and
her family’s Catholic culture.

It was commonly understood in the Sheed household that Frank res-
cued Maisie. Certainly she so understood it and conveyed a life-long
sense of gratitude to him, which sweetened their marriage, however
cloying and childlike this might seem to modern feminists. In fact, there
was gratitude on both sides, as Frank treasured his gift in endless
amazement, and it gave a vibrant endurance to their love such as I have
never seen, regardless of method....

. . .It was no routine case of a man saving a woman—the Wards were
too proud to think they needed saving by anyone, and a lower-middle-
class Aussie was a matchmaker’s disaster; it was more like a stranger
turning up with the other half of the code, just when one had despaired.

The code was to be the strange world of Sheed and Ward, a Siamese
twin of a vocation which neither could have pursued solo.

Frank and Maisie lived a life of “joint independence,” one in which
Frank was constantly on the go, whether visiting branches of the pub-
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lishing firm, or, after the family moved to the United States, making
dangerous wartime visits to England. Though the couple shared pas-
sionate pursuits, they kept separate bank accounts and, within the con-
text of their overall shared interests and ideals, followed slightly
different activities, enthused as they were over different aspects of reli-
gious life. “It was just a matter of emphasis, each shared the other’s en-
thusiasm more than anyone else did, but Frank the lawyer thrilled to
the settlement of ancient misunderstandings, while activist Maisie loved
to see the Church in motion, ‘getting down to it,’ or on with it.” As re-
gards their coupling, they did everything right intuitively, without bene-
fit of any input from marriage manuals. Among the factors contributing
to their good fortune as a couple, the son points out his father’s total
lack of envy of his wife and his full enjoyment of his wife’s success, even
during one period when he was in a “minor eclipse” himself.

A number of “literary couples” appear to have been quite successful
in their combined love and work lives: the Brownings, Beatrice and Sid-
ney Webb, and I would even include Virginia and Leonard Woolf. The
egalitarianism and hence the stability of the Webbs and the Woolfs may
have gotten a boost (in addition, that is, to the quite authentic genius of
both Beatrice and Virginia) from the fact that both women married
“down,” thus offsetting the traditional tendency to accord priority to
the male.

Then there is the relationship between George Eliot and George
Henry Lewes, which doesn’t just negate the standard expectations, but
reverses them. Their love, generally regarded as highly successful, en-
abled Lewes to serve as helpmate to Eliot’s literary career. Following is
an excerpt from her journal, written some four years after the beginning
of her liaison (which lasted till Lewes’s death):

My life has deepened unspeakably during the last year: I feel a greater
capacity for moral and intellectual enjoyment, a more acute sense of my
deficiencies in the past, a more solemn desire to be fruitful to combining
duties, than I remember at any former period of my life. And my happi-
ness has deepened too: the blessedness of a perfect love and union grows
daily... .Few women, I fear, have had such reasons as I have to think the
long sad years of youth were worth living for the sake of middle age.

Most women love this love story; it is one of the few in which the
man nurtures the woman’s creativity. Lewes was extremely involved in
Eliot’s work and instrumental in getting her to write her first novel,
handling many of the business aspects for her and sharing with her
what appears to be a true marriage of minds. Thus there was a very
strong element of a joint project linking them.
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There was also a strong element of nonconventionality. Eliot and
Lewes lived together twenty-five years without benefit of clergy—indeed
in active defiance of the mores of their time. The truth was that Lewes
could not divorce and remarry. Though his wife, Agnes Lewes, after eight
years of marriage and four sons, had begun an affair with another man,
and had children with him, Lewes had accepted, even condoned, the ar-
rangement, and was therefore not able to justify a divorce later. (Shortly
after Lewes’ death, Eliot married a long-standing friend and apparently
some people could not forgive her lapse into conventionality.)

Other less exalted lovers display unconventionality to similarly
good effect. One loving couple was the first I knew—and the first in
their crowd—to embrace an open marriage. (Though both heterosexual
they might be considered a latter-day Americanized version of the
Nicolsons.) By and large this never seems to me to work out very well
over the long haul, jealousy being not just a conventional, “conserva-
tive” response, but one deeply rooted in early life experience. But this
couple managed to incorporate sexual freedom into their joint identity
as a couple because it made them pioneers of a sort; they proselytized a
new freedom within the boundaries of a committed relationship,
thereby establishing their specialness and celebrating their spiritual
bonding as something transcending any need for strictures on the flesh.
Their excitement was in the continual joint reaffirmation of their worth
vis-à-vis the external world.

Perhaps the most reliable and least problematic way to preserve ex-
citement—and this judgment surely reflects my psychological bias—is
by being able to share new perceptions and insights emanating from the
unconscious. This kind of excitement does not depend on any kind of ex-
ternal drama, but on sensitivity to the stages of one’s emotional develop-
ment through the ordinary cycles of life. In short, the lovers undertake a
joint emotional and psychological voyage, and for those who are psy-
chologically attuned (I mean attuned, not trained), there is novelty and
wonder enough to preserve the pitch of excitement. For them, the excite-
ment of a joint voyage of discovery replaces that of the amorous quest.

Even without special psychological aptitude, passionate intensity
can be kept alive by access to the unconscious and to the “primitive.”
Writers on love sometimes seem so committed to promoting “maturity”
that they tend to overlook the importance of continuing access to the re-
gressive within us all. One of love’s sources and great strengths, part of
its very nature, is that it normalizes and harmonizes the expression of
infantile and forbidden wishes. But strangely enough, for fear of ap-
pearing childish, many lovers are inclined to permit regression only
within the sexual sphere—perhaps because people are conditioned to
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think of sex as grown-up and mature by definition, no matter what form
it takes, whereas other behaviors are not accorded the same imprimatur.

For many lovers, the freedom to use baby talk, to baby and be ba-
bied, to play-act infantile hurt or anger perpetuate the creative plea-
sures of love. The distinguished academician who, in the privacy of his
bedroom, clowns and acts out Charlie Chaplin’s Little Tramp with his be-
loved, recaptures his youth and his verve. How much more liberty he
experiences than those who feel compelled to conduct their intimate re-
lationships with an air of weighty seriousness! Actually, one of the joys
of real intimacy is the freedom it gives to shuck off all the layers of
adulthood that may feel superimposed and much too heavy. And yet
there is surely a prejudice against such “infantilisms.” Take, for exam-
ple, the complaint raised against the Duke of Windsor in a recent book
review. Commenting on his love letters, the reviewer writes: “His are all
that one could wish of a man in love—a great deal more than one would
wish, actually, as he is given to indulging in baby talk”—as though pas-
sion and baby talk were incompatible.

Yet many distinguished voices, particularly those not weighed
down with the burdens of the psychological literature on maturity,
speak to the delights of regression within the freedom accorded by love.
If baby talk offends—and it surely offends many—then at least playful-
ness and laughter may be defended. One must not forget that one of the
greatest joys of love is release from the self, and one facet of release from
self is the release from obligations, from seriousness, from the con-
straints of maturity and the world of considered judgment.

Playfulness, of course, demands a capacity for imagination. As al-
ready suggested this comes to some lovers most readily in bed. Here is
C.S. Lewis on the subject: “Banish play and laughter from the bed of love
and you may let in a false goddess. She will be even falser than the Aph-
rodite of the Greeks; for they, even while they worshipped her, knew that
she was ‘laughter-loving’....We are under no obligation at all to sing all
our love-duets in the throbbing, world-without-end, heart-breaking man-
ner of Tristan and Isolde; let us often sing like Papageno and Papagena in-
stead.” Lovers act out things in bed which they want no one else to know
about; it is part of the trust and gift of love that in it we can enact fantasies
that reflect part of us—the part that we reserve for soul mates, not for the
everyday buzz. And, of course, this is one of the secrets of preserving lust
in committed relationships. (This is the reason so many object to the Mas-
ters and Johnson approach to sexuality; by programming sex, any propen-
sity to playfulness is effectively squashed. Some sex therapists try to
overcome this innate problem by their advice to their clients to share fan-
tasies—anything to save them from performing strictly by rote.)
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Those who detest infantilisms, or feel constrained in playfulness, in
bed and out, may still find alternate outlets that serve a similar function.
For some, games are an alternative form of play. I know some lovers
who find their release by inserting some playfulness, perhaps mock
combat, into their ritual games of backgammon or gin rummy, tennis or
chess. (Such playfulness may find its way into friendship, too. I think,
for example, of two very rich men, who have created a running joke
about putting one over on the other. They alternate picking up dinner
checks, and each of them is always trying to outwit the other by picking
up the “deli” check rather than the expensive one.)

And there are those passionately loving couples who are “the great
romantic sparring partners” and still others who have roaring fights
that do not estrange. Such lovers are able to express their autonomy, of-
ten extremely vociferously, within the context of a loving commitment.
Paradoxically, it is the juice of the unrestrained quarrels that conserves
the authenticity of the emotional part of their coupling, saving them
from lassitude. (Some “tough” guys seem to do best with combative
women; the women’s strength is an insurance policy against the harm
they feel they might inadvertently inflict on submissive women.)

But love is indeed idiosyncratic. Quite the opposite from those who
find excitement by plumbing the depths, some lovers maintain inten-
sity by skimming the surface. They have no real taste for indepth inti-
macy; for them ignorance sometimes preserves mystery. A few lovers
purposely avoid knowing too much about the beloved; the apparent su-
perficiality is in part an almost conscious desire to preserve Otherness,
and mystery. This reaction is similar to that of a man I know regarding
dishes he loves to eat; he insists that his wife never tell him the ingredi-
ents and thereby spoil his pleasure. Because intensity thrives on nov-
elty, mystery, and a certain elusiveness, some schizophrenics appear
endlessly interesting. Paradoxically, it is their madness that mimics
mystery and depth, and this quality sometimes inspires long-lasting
fascination if not always love.

There is another kind of elusiveness that can keep passion alive for
at least one of the lovers. I always thought that part of the reason my
grandfather stayed so passionately in love with his adored second wife
was that she remained in love with her dead husband. Thus the great
love of her life stoked his love. Other couples seem to have their own
miniversions of La Ronde.

Because jealousy jogs intensity, one or the other of the lovers may in-
tuitively bring some threat of triangulation into the relationship. And of
course, the spurious threat of triangulation is a staple of the Hollywood
romantic comedies. Even in the movie Topper, when Cary Grant and
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Constance Bennett are ghosts, a triangle plays a role. Bennett decides they
will both go to hell unless they do a good deed and that their good deed
will be to liberate their staid and stuffy banker. In the course of their
“rescue” of him, she spends the night with him in a hotel room—
chastely, of course, because she is after all a ghost. Even so, Cary Grant’s
reaction is remarkable; he is jealously agitated and excited.

In Love in Bloomsbury, Frances Partridge tells of her courtship, love
affair, and eventual marriage (as it turns out a long and successful one
despite its unconventional beginnings) with Ralph Partridge, and in the
telling we are drawn into the drama of several interlocking love affairs.
When Frances first met Ralph, he was established in a relatively stable
menage à trois. He was married to Dora Carrington whom he loved, but
she was in love with Lytton Strachey who in turn loved Ralph. Since
Lytton was homosexual, Dora’s love for him could never become what
she wanted. However, since Ralph adored her, Dora had agreed to
marry him, partly because he was so unhappy, and partly because she
saw that the good friendship between Ralph and Lytton might actually
consolidate her own position.

Dora wrote one of the most moving of her letters to Lytton on the
eve of her marriage in 1921:

So now I shall never tell you I do care again. It goes after today somewhere
deep inside of me, and I’ll not resurrect it to hurt either you or Ralph.
Never again. He knows I’m not in love with him....I cried last night to
think of a savage cynical fate which had made it impossible for my love
ever to be used by you. You never knew, or never will know the very big
and devastating love I had for you....I shall be with you in two weeks,
how lovely that will be. And this summer we shall all be happy together.

The three lived together in a rather stable menage until Ralph, despair-
ing of any truly intimate relationship with Carrington, fell in love with
Frances and eventually married her (over the strenuous objections of
Lytton and Carrington!). Even then, the four continued to spend consid-
erable time together until 1932 when Lytton died of stomach cancer and
Carrington killed herself over the death of her great love. Of course, the
relationship between Carrington and Lytton is an extremely unconven-
tional story of a stable (love) relationship between a passionate lover
and a fond one. Curiously (and happily) enough, the Partridges them-
selves went on to live a remarkably stable, deeply loving married life
that endured until Ralph’s death—a relationship apparently quite free
of triangles after its tempestuous beginnings. Frances had persevered in
a highly ambiguous love affair despite the warnings and admonitions
of many friends and relatives, and she and Ralph thereby demonstrated
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that auspicious beginnings are not requisite to ultimately successful en-
during, passionate love. In fact, the very uncertainty at the beginning
may have served to make their eventual happiness so much the sweeter.

Some few lovers preserve intensity in still another way. They form a
kind of twinship. For them, excitement is renewed at the interface of
their boundary (as a “we”) with the external world. They mirror each
other’s specialness and worth. Sometimes they are the “darlings” of
their social world, sometimes the enfants terribles, sometimes the self-
styled aesthetes in the crude and vulgar wasteland that surrounds
them. They are more fundamentally closed to the external world than
those other couples I have just described—and therefore they draw fire
from observers, sometimes even from their own children who feel ex-
cluded—but their bonds are surely passionate and enduring. As an ob-
server, I find this kind of love quite successful on one plane, ultimately
extremely limiting on another. The lovers seem to me to recapitulate that
time in life when young adolescents, feeling weak in and of themselves,
bond with others just like them in order to muster the requisite strength
to negotiate the world. This “narcissistic” measure, in adults, proffers
no viable Other, no transcendence, only a mirror. This kind of relation-
ship is sometimes observed among homosexual lovers who dress alike
and look alike; it is just as common among heterosexuals, but harder to
spot. In those instances, solipsism of the couple (the “we”) sometimes
appears to have replaced the individual propensity to solipsism.

�
It is not possible from what I have said to draw up any recipe for ro-

mance. The customary mental health prescription for love relies too
much on psychic maturity, but maturity is hardly a guarantor of pas-
sion. Intensity is just as likely to come out of a good neurotic fit, perhaps
with one person needing to be subordinate, the other dominant. The
best one can hope for, short of finding a love potion, is an awareness of
the major problems that inhere in love, and a willingness to experiment
with strategies for averting them. Above all, in the midst of any roman-
tic crisis we should remember that love waxes and wanes, that dying
love can often be revived, and that by modifying our own behavior, we
can exercise some small means of control over the outcome of our loves.

UNCONVENTIONAL LOVE

Love always elicits envy, and as a consequence frequently elicits disap-
proval as part of the attempt to discredit it. This disapproval is multi-
plied a hundredfold if the love in question is unusual or unconventional.
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Many observers of love, out of an exaggerated respect for conformity
and conventionality, literally do not allow themselves to see (by which I
mean register) certain enduring forms of love. If they do see them they
devalue them, because such loves violate too many presumptions about
what love “ought” to be. Our era is very self-congratulatory in the lati-
tude it accords sexual practices, and to some degree those congratula-
tions are justified. But we remain extremely judgmental of many of the
less common variants of love, in deference to a hierarchy of values that
pronounces love in its highest form to be that which occurs between a
man and a woman (of roughly the same age and background) and ex-
presses itself in holy matrimony. I wholeheartedly endorse this as one
very valuable form of love (though perhaps the most difficult of all to
perpetuate). I do not concur with those who judge other kinds of pair-
ings as misguided if not downright deviant. Heterosexual love, home,
hearth, and family will all survive without such repressive partisanship.

There are at least three kinds of love toward which observers of love
are particularly harsh: adulterous love, heterosexual love across a sig-
nificant age discrepancy, and homosexual love. Adulterous love affairs
draw fire not only because of the envy all love evokes but because adul-
terous love poses some danger to the established order. It threatens the
spouse, the children, and the family of one or both of the lovers. It may
also be injurious to an unmarried lover because he may ultimately be
denied the privilege of concretizing his love in the external world.

Moreover, even if they are not themselves hurt by the adulterous re-
lationship, many married people feel adulterous love as a threat to their
own marriages, raising the possibility that they, too, might be betrayed.
One woman’s response to a well-known divorce illustrates how one’s
“moral” judgments are sometimes linked to one’s own situation. She re-
acted to Nelson Rockefeller’s divorce and subsequent marriage to Mar-
garetta Fitler Murphy (“Happy”) with horror, automatically assuming,
without any evidence one way or the other, that Rockefeller had mis-
used his utterly innocent first wife. Once she herself embarked on an
adulterous affair her attitude shifted dramatically. Suddenly she be-
came a staunch advocate of the “follow your destiny wherever it leads”
point of view. But her original response is common to many married
people whose security is sufficiently at risk to cause them to throw up
a wall of objections—many of them valid—to adultery.

A particularly popular critique would have it that adulterous lovers
are the kind who can only love when love is forbidden or who are so im-
mature as to flee the daily intimacy of committed love. As is usual with
such critiques, one may say “yes and no.” Sometimes, of course, adulter-
ous love is shattering to both the lovers and the families. And it is surely
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true that it may thrive unnaturally because of the external restrictions
that attach to it. Adulterous love may draw some of its intensity from
the fact that the lovers’ desire for merger is not so threatening to auton-
omy when they are of necessity parted. Their intensity is further fuelled
by the uncertainty and risks of the adulterous situation. The result is
that the passionate yearning stage of love, which is usually relatively
brief, can be sustained for an uncharacteristically long time. Moreover,
each lover remains insulated from full exposure to those subtle defects
in character that are revealed only over an extended period of time in
very close quarters.

Still it cannot be denied that some of the most transforming and pos-
itive love affairs are in fact adulterous. Some unhappily married people
use the reassurance that they can derive from a happier, more ego-
enhancing affair to enable them to leave what has become a stultifying
marriage—even when they cannot marry the lover who makes such a
passage possible. One woman, married at a very early age to a man who
turned out to be alcoholic, nonetheless had a very interdependent rela-
tionship with him. Breaking away seemed unthinkable, but she felt pro-
gressively depressed and panicked in the relationship. As is quite
common in such circumstances, her unconscious prompted a resolu-
tion. She slipped, almost unawares, into what evolved into a passionate
relationship with a man with whom she worked. This relationship
proved facilitating to her, though without offering a solution in and of
itself since her married lover could not bring himself to leave his wife
and children. Nonetheless, faced incontrovertibly with the evidence of
what was possible in a relationship, she found the courage to end her
problematic marriage. Her new insight about a broadening range of
possibilities virtually mandated a divorce, and luckily for her, she had
no children at that time to complicate her decision. While her affair
proved time-limited, it was, nonetheless, life-saving. Her subsequent
marriage, some years later, to a third man proved to be a much more ful-
filling and happy one than her first, in part because she had herself de-
veloped sufficiently to need less neurotic dependency.

It’s probably not generally known how many adulterous affairs con-
tinue for the long term. (This is one of the bits of information that comes
more easily to therapists, since they often hear more of the truth than
friends sometimes do.) It’s commonly assumed that adulterous love ei-
ther fails of its own internal dynamics, or succeeds only by breaking up
the marriages of its participants. However, this is not always the case
and one of the more “satisfactory” forms of adulterous love is some-
times that in which the adulterous relationship endures over a period of
decades, forming a kind of stable triangle. This was surely a more prev-
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alent occurrence in certain countries in Europe during a period when
divorce was rare; take, for example, the life-long bond between Juliette
Drouet and Victor Hugo I have referred to before. But long-lasting adul-
terous love is a variant that is with us even today, when divorce is much
easier and lovers can no longer rationalize their adultery as tragic ne-
cessity. (Unable to divorce has always been a more acceptable explana-
tion than unwilling.) However, there are still lovers who deplore divorce
on religious and moral grounds—their beliefs sometimes bolstered by
a psychologically sound wariness of too much togetherness—and they
may maintain very long-lasting love affairs. (The longest one that I per-
sonally know about is of twenty-odd years’ duration.) In some of these
long-term adulterous loves, the lover’s emotional center is located to a
large degree in the world of the imagination—imaginative because it
attaches to the secret adulterous relationship and must sustain itself
without either everyday togetherness or external validation from the
outside world. The “we” is often a completely private creation of two iso-
lated beings shut off from the world around them. Everyday life can and
usually must continue to be centered in the conventional world, but then
everyday life must be lived without the fullness of emotional engage-
ment. (Some, though, do make the effort to integrate their social lives into
their intimate lives and consequently are together in the world, but not
in any way that supplies external acknowledgment of their coupledom.)

While one may take exception to such relationships on religious or
moral grounds, still and all, from the perspective of the participants
rather than from that of the observers, these love affairs provide the
sense of meaning, transcendence, immediacy of experience, and trans-
formation that are the essence of any reciprocated love.

Love is a creative synthesis. Because it is synthesized in the realm of
the imagination, sometimes it can, when necessary, survive and even
thrive there. Writing of mystical love when lovers are separated by vir-
tue of an external obstacle, Alberoni says:

Each of them lives in the other’s heart, and their love becomes a constant
longing for one another, a suffering, because they are not together, but also
a constant source of the greatest joy in memories, in the wait or simply in
thoughts of their love. Then everything that happens becomes incidental
compared with this profound love that agitates and excites them....Love
becomes the internal place of regeneration, an island withdrawn from the
incidental, the rose garden in the middle of the desert, in which the soul
quenches its thirst and from which it can return to the world.

Whether this sort of imaginary love is ultimately enriching or depleting
is, of course, a difficult question to answer in the abstract, the experi-
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ence of the lovers varying according to their circumstances and psycho-
logical needs. For some lovers, it is surely the experience that offers the
most immediacy and authenticity despite its apparent immateriality.

I have said that I agree with Simmel that passionate love can endure.
But my views may be more heretical still. For while I would agree that
“maturity” (however that may be defined) may be the usual prerequi-
site to love, I do not believe that this is always the case. Passion and in-
tensity require certain other attributes that may or may not coexist with
maturity, but surely do not depend upon it. What follows is a strange
love story, one I find hauntingly moving. It may or may not be com-
pletely factual, though I have no doubt that at its core it is emotionally
true. It was told to me by the daughter of one of the protagonists, an ob-
server both friendly and romantic.

Tristan and Isolde has been described as the greatest paean to erotic love
ever composed, and it is the opera that my father as an adolescent be-
came enamored with. He was a pianist and played the score with its rich
variations of themes of love, longing, death, night, and nirvana with all
the passion of an exquisite adolescent sensibility.

Richard Wagner’s opera is based on the myth that the truest passion-
ate love can only exist in death, where the spirits of the lovers can break
through to eternity and forever consummate their love.

The opera begins as Tristan is escorting Isolde, daughter of the Irish
king, to be the bride of his uncle, the king of Cornwall. Isolde is in a rage
with Tristan because he has killed her lover in knightly combat. Isolde
instructs her nurse to brew a poisonous potion that she will drink with
Tristan to kill them both. The nurse substitutes the ingredient of love in
the place of death, and after they drink they find themselves alive and
passionately and forever in love.

Instead of saying, “Hey, wait a minute—the situation has changed—
we have to marry each other,” they continue on their appointed course,
and Tristan delivers Isolde to be his uncle’s bride.

They do, however, arrange to meet under cover of the night and be-
come adulterous lovers whereupon they longingly sing:

 “So starben wir, um ungetrennt
Ewig, einig ohne end.”

[“Thus we might die undivided
One forever without end”].

Their union is betrayed by Tristan’s best friend, who has also fallen in
love with the beautiful queen, and their love-making is interrupted by
the king himself.

Tristan, mortally wounded by a blow from his best friend’s sword, is
banished to an island in disgrace. There he anxiously waits for Isolde to
come and nurse him. When she finally arrives he is dying, and they sing
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the most glorious moments in this deeply passionate score, the famous
Liebestod (love in death). Tristan dies of his wounds, and Isolde, by
force of will, follows him in death moments later.

My father was raised in a proper middle-class home with many
young siblings, a weak father and a semi-invalid mother. The children
were brought up by a lovely robust nurse, a woman twenty years my fa-
ther’s senior. During his Tristan and Isolde phase my father and his nurse
fell helplessly in love, and I feel the course of their love was informed by
my father’s identification with that opera and the myth it embodies.

I never knew the details of their relationship. I draw this story from
fragments I was told, my observations as a child and adolescent, and the
fantasies of the adult woman I am now, longing to see my father’s life in
some magnificent romantic order.

Their love affair spanned a half a century, and if the myth is true it
continues still—even after their deaths.

When I try to picture the beginning of this affair, this is how I envision it:
He—my father—is a tall, thin, very handsome and profoundly haunted
young man sitting at the piano, his soul pouring through his long grace-
ful fingers, playing the exquisitely moving music of Wagner whose mel-
odies and harmonies have no musical boundaries but are determined
and propelled by passion. Standing by his side, watching, listening, and
receiving the music is this glorious woman, a woman whose role in his
life has been to love and nourish uncritically. The music is the love po-
tion and it is drunk in by the soon-to-be lovers. Suddenly there it is—no
reason, judgment, morality, or responsibility—just pure love.

Given the circumstances—he a student, the eldest of many children,
she the mother-substitute—the nature of their relationship was kept a se-
cret for many years. In the daytime they were just two members of a
busy household where no one suspected that they met under cover of
the night as lovers.

Once my father finished college he moved out of the family home. She
stayed on to raise the younger children, and their love for each other be-
came known. Shortly thereafter his mother died, and he carried around
the burden that it was the revelation of his affair—breaking through the
barrier from night to day—that precipitated her death.

They remained lovers on and off throughout the years of his young
adulthood—periodically trying to break apart, not really being able to
do so. When I asked my mother why they never married, she said my
father was ashamed of her—he was a rising and prominent star, she an
aging nurse. That is not my favorite part of this story, so I choose to go
back to the Tristan and Isolde myth for my explanation. If they had mar-
ried it would have altered the passionate nature of their love. It would
have become mundane and they wished it to be eternal. Perhaps, too, he
could not compromise the family and he felt too guilty about his own
mother’s death.

He did marry my mother, a beautiful and vibrant woman, ten years
his junior, but his attachment to his nurse was not to be broken, though
it seemed that physically they were no longer lovers.
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When his first child was born, my father wanted his nurse to come into
his household to care for her. My mother staunchly opposed this move
but gave into the wish that the child be named after both his mother and
his nurse.

The nurse never married but remained a member of the family’s ex-
tended household in one way or another throughout her life. She moved
into my father’s sister’s home and helped raise her children. Our fami-
lies were very close and she became “Aunt” to all of us, and was one of
the most dearly beloved members of the family. Always accepting,
never scolding, she was the one whose lap we sought when we were
wounded, who taught us to knit and bake apple pies and made banana
pancakes for the whole clan on Sunday mornings.

When I was an adolescent, my father became ill with a disease that
was progressive, and he died five years later. During his illness my
mother, busy raising a bevy of adolescent kids and no longer in love
with a man who had always reserved the totality of his love for someone
else, gave over the care of my father to his beloved nurse.

The two of them went to live in our country house, and we visited on
weekends. He was then a fragile and aging man of sixty, she a youthful,
healthy, and still beautiful woman of eighty. There they recreated the
world that inspired their original passion—he, a haunted, but still beau-
tiful man needing her care and ministrations, enthralled her with his
music, his wit, and his need, while she provided love, and nourishment.

When he died she rapidly deteriorated and became senile. She had to
be taken care of in a nursing home (a nice one in the country) where her
room was filled with photographs of my father and all the children. We
visited her every week, and she, with rapture, would tell us of Daddy’s
visits to her.

I do believe she willed her death. Her physical body remained com-
pletely healthy until the day she died. She finally wanted to join her
lover, and I wish to believe they are together now and forever in eternity.

I am sure that many people would not so readily agree with the
daughter’s judgment, and my own, that this is in some way a trium-
phant love story. In fact, some might argue that this story epitomizes
everything that is wrong with love—the nurse sacrifices her life in an
impossible affair, the wife is betrayed, the husband is unable to separate
from his nurse! And it is true that the limitations—perhaps we might
even call them the neurotic fixations—of the protagonists are readily
apparent. But given such real personal limitations, can we not also ap-
preciate the power, the sheer originality, of a love that allowed two peo-
ple, despite their limitations, to give one another a deep emotional and
spiritual sustenance that in its own idiosyncratic way lasted a lifetime?

The story is, of course, also tantalizing because it hints at the pro-
found ways our perceptions of our parents’ erotic commitments enter
into our own imaginative lives. The magical couple with whom the child
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identifies—the couple that is the anlage of the “we” to which the child
aspires—is not always the parental couple. The knowledge of her fa-
ther’s romantic life had some blatant, and many subtle, influences on
the daughter, among them perhaps her own commitment to be nurturant
and to be a healer.

Of course, the story just related is unconventional on more than one
count—it is hardly a story of adulterous love at all. It is a story of love
across an age barrier, perhaps also of love touched by more incestuous
longing than is generally manifest. Most often such stories are re-
versed—the man being some decades older than the woman. This latter
variant often elicits criticism from those who feel that older women suf-
fer a serious liability in our culture, and they are, of course, right; older
women are excluded from opportunities for love, while their male co-
horts continue to enjoy the extended possibilities of renewed amorous
life. Naturally, I am sympathetic to this point of view and understand
that in one sense, a great injustice is done. On the other hand, one does
not elect one’s own passions, and is surely not in any position to legis-
late someone else’s.

For the older man and the younger woman, their love may be liberat-
ing, though in different ways. Love is a synthesis in which one has the op-
portunity to relive certain past experiences and to resolve them in ways
that are commensurate with renewed psychological growth; in other
words, love serves as a corrective for experiences that have gone sour be-
fore. For a young woman to have a loving experience with an older man
can be one of the great transforming experiences, one that allows an inner
maturation and self-acceptance that might not otherwise be forthcoming.
(Of course, this kind of relationship may often backfire too. In Eliot’s
Middlemarch, Dorothea throws her life and love away on a third-rate ped-
ant masquerading as a scholarly genius. And, in the ordinary case, both
lovers run the risk of longevity; if the man survives into extreme old age,
the sustaining illusions of both partners will be sorely tried.)

Some men may be first empowered only in middle life to be giving,
loving, and nurturing in a way that has been psychologically (inter-
nally) denied them in previous decades. Therefore, I find myself in the
contradictory position of understanding and being moved by love
across the generations, at the same time sorrowing for the narrowing
window of opportunities most women face as they get older.

Finally, among those loves commonly disapproved of, we come to
homosexual love. I personally have no doubt that homosexual love—or,
as I should say, love between homosexuals—is experienced in exactly
the same way as it is experienced between heterosexuals. The point has
been made many times that love poetry written by homosexuals is fully
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accessible in terms of its feeling, tone, and range to heterosexuals, and
vice versa. Nor are the subjective disruptions of love different as re-
counted by heterosexuals or homosexuals. And, of course, there are a
number of well-known, and celebrated, homosexual pairs: for example,
Gertrude Stein and Alice B. Toklas; Janet Flanner (Genêt) and Natalia
Danesi Murray. In his book French Lovers, Joseph Barry writes quite
movingly, first of Jean Cocteau’s love affair with Radiguet, author of The
Devil in the Flesh who died at the age of twenty (of whom Cocteau had
said “Working together is a permanent way of making love”) and then
of his long love affair with the actor Jean Marais. Though they were not
to stay romantically intertwined, Cocteau and Marais did form a deep
and enduring friendship. At the peak of their love, Cocteau had written,
“My heart has found the answer to the eternal problem/You are I—I am
you—We are we—They are they.” But long after their romantic separa-
tion, he was still able to say “Our destinies continue side by side.”

Homosexual love draws fire for much the same reason as adulterous
love, it appears to be a threat to the social order. Homosexual love is dis-
approved of for its unconventionality, its threat to social role, and, per-
haps, its threat to people’s own security about their sexual identities.
However, none of these fears ought blind others to the experience of the
participants themselves, which seems identical to the experience of het-
erosexuals in love. In fact, some of the most telling critiques of the
power biases that so often contaminate heterosexual love have come
out of the perspective of homosexual love.

�
Theodor Reik, in some ways the wisest of the psychologists writing

on love, says, “Wise men warn us again and again not to expect perma-
nent and serene happiness from love, to remember that it brings misery,
makes one dependent on an object, has downs as well as ups, like any hu-
man creation. It is not love’s fault that we demand too much of it, putting
all our eggs in one basket. We should know that there is no heaven on
earth. It is even doubtful if there is heaven in heaven.” His grasp of our
extraordinary and unrealistic expectations of love makes self-evident the
real reason we are so often unappreciative of what we have: love awak-
ens in us the hope of a perfect ecstatic union. It is precisely because love
touches the magical, wishful fantasies of earliest life that it has so much
power over us, but concomitantly demands so much perfection as to in-
vite frustration and sometimes defeat. Perhaps the underlying requisite
for enduring love is that the lover possess enough wisdom to acknowl-
edge and appreciate love’s deep gratifications even within the context of
its inescapable frustrations and the beloved’s inevitable flaws.
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The honey of heaven may or may not come,
But that of earth both comes and goes at once.

It is in this sense, in this realization, that I believe a certain kind of “ma-
turity” leavens love and enables it to endure with great pleasure.
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Final Thoughts 
Romantic Love as an Agent of Change

Forward motion in our lives is not always linear. Though we think
of progress as occurring in small incremental steps, movement in an in-
dividual’s life can also be characterized by long periods of stasis fol-
lowed by what appear to be leaps, abrupt discontinuities, and new
beginnings. So it is with the internal changes that often accompany
deep love and other profound commitments and conversions: they
seem (whether they are or not) to be unconnected with anything that
precedes them. Such transformations are so unpredictable that we must
conclude that the evolution of personality is more than an orderly un-
folding of psychological events preordained by biological and historical
episodes in one’s past; it depends on chance, choice, will, context, and
opportunity as well.

We cannot understand ourselves as completely or reductively as we
sometimes claim. Imagination and creativity—qualities of mind that
defy quantification, though we may attempt to reduce their workings
to a causal chain—shape those choices that make our paths and fates
uncertain, unpredictable. At various times in our lives we feel some
insufficiency or stasis and long for something else, though often the long-
ing is not fully conscious. What that something else might be is gener-
ally unspecified, and what we find is by no means always what we
thought we were looking for. But it is in the search for something else,
something new and Other, that we come to find renewed meaning and
hope in life.

Our pursuit cannot be understood as merely a search for diversion
and novelty: we seek the absolute, the infinite, the transcendent. In so
doing, we reinvoke archaic wishes for (and beliefs in) our own omnipo-
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tence. This will lead a few of us to commit ourselves to causes or cre-
ations of our own devising. But more of us are likely to find an outlet for
our yearnings through that creative synthesis we call passionate love.

Affectionate bonding and passionate love overlap and have many
qualities in common. Both offer tender nurturance, an opportunity for
sexual satisfaction, and a variety of other gratifications that seem
closely related to our earliest needs and pleasures. But passionate love
appears to be characterized, in addition, by two emotional states that
are experienced as discontinuous with everything that has preceded
them; first, the state of heightened drama and self-awareness that ac-
companies falling in love and the idyllic phase of love; second, the state
of transcendence and merger that, intermittently, characterizes the
course of passionate love. These states of feeling, during which passion-
ate love is experienced most intensely, not only seem to be radically dis-
continuous with the rest of our lives, but as a consequence, are the most
conducive to significant internal change.

As much as we can say about the conditions leading up to change
and the circumstances making it possible, the fundamental mechanism
of change remains partly mysterious. Analysts and psychotherapists
disagree about what propels change in the consulting room; the mem-
oirs of a Thomas Merton or a Simone Weil stop short of enabling us to
understand the leap of faith that constitutes a religious calling, and it is
equally difficult to fully comprehend the comparable leap that lovers
make in falling in love.

Still, although love in the end defies complete analysis, there is much
that can be said about its role as one of life’s pre-eminent crucibles for
change. Because of the identification with the beloved that always occurs
in passionate love, love often demands a significant reordering of values
and priorities. In love the self is exposed to new risks that may result in
enlarged possibilities. We are emboldened to cross internal psychological
boundaries and defy taboos both internal and external, liberating us from
ourselves and the strictures of habit and defense, the deformities of ear-
lier unhappy experience and inhibitions. Under the sway of love, we may
feel the impetus to begin new phases of life, initiate new projects and un-
dertake new responsibilities. We may even feel born again, as love re-
writes the narrative of our lives through its own compelling force. Love
can thus be seen as a paradigm for any profound realignment of person-
ality and values, such as those that occur in the great religious conversion
experiences and in the process of psychoanalytic therapy.

Romantic love enacts its role as change-agent in part by giving us a
chance to remake the past. It is not possible to be in love without rein-
voking old conflicts, and as they are enacted once again, in a new con-
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text, we are provided with another opportunity to resolve them. Most
significantly it is the conflicts of the Oedipal period which are revived
in love, this time with the possibility of a happy ending. Just as adoles-
cence is the time of a second individuation, recapitulating some of the
residual conflicts inherent in the original separation-individuation of
childhood and offering a better chance of successfully resolving them,
so love offers us yet another chance at completing psychological work
which was left unfinished. Love makes possible successful separation
from the past (most notably from our parents and our overdependence
on them) but also and simultaneously it affords us new opportunities
for feelings of transcendence and union reminiscent of those feelings of
oceanic oneness first experienced in infancy. Love is thus a wonderfully
elegant and efficient means of tying up many of the unresolved issues
and loose ends of our lives and devising new and more vital syntheses.
Love always gives us one more chance.

Love also acts to change the boundaries of the self. In the falling-in-
love and idyllic-love phases, change is mediated through the many new
identifications that are formed, particularly through the sense of our-
selves as part of a “we.” Change is also propelled by the feelings of
hopefulness and self-affirmation that accompany falling in love and
that encourage us to take new risks, hence to gain new knowledge of the
self. By opening new paths to us, love liberates us from the constricted
possibilities of our past. In moments of transcendence, the liberation
from self and the union with the Other seem equally to serve as impetus
to change, particularly because such epiphanic interludes reinforce the
subjective sense of having escaped the customary boundaries of the self.

In part, love acts as change-agent because it is an explorative, imag-
inative transaction between two people, a partial escape from our own
unremitting subjectivity into another’s. And in this it resembles, though
it exceeds by far, the liberation we sometimes experience reading great
literature. Perhaps the reason that fiction has so successfully claimed
love as its province is that fiction and love—at their respective bests—
do something similar: they enable their adherents (readers and lovers)
to enter into another consciousness. In the case of fiction, the conscious-
ness entered is, most immediately, that of the character through whose
eyes we are seeing events, but ultimately it is that of the author. In love
the consciousness we share is that of our beloved.

At its most sublime, then, love offers us the rare opportunity to lib-
erate ourselves from our own subjectivity. The state of mind that en-
ables this to occur is empathy, not complete identification. One feels with
one’s beloved, one does not become one’s beloved. Imagination—the
act of mind and spirit that love and literature have in common—may be
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so pleasurable precisely because of the fine line it lives on, the line be-
tween identifying with and submerging one’s identity in an Other. In
love the balancing act required to remain on that line creates a tension
that is both intensely pleasurable and potentially problematic.

The exploration of and identification with another’s subjectivity
which characterizes passionate love makes the self terribly vulnerable,
because it grants the self of the Other equal importance. The self’s vul-
nerability is greatest precisely at that time when the potential for expan-
siveness and change is at its peak. But for the lover who assents to the
opening up and letting go demanded by passionate love, the rewards
may be as great as the risks. One of the profound insights of religion is
that only he who loses himself may find himself. This is surely as true
in love as it is in religion, though its application to secular matters is
rarely perceived.

There are those who seek safety in love, who regard it primarily as
providing a safe haven from the indifference or hostility of the world.
They are making a twofold error. The first, obviously, is that love so of-
ten proves unstable, hence no haven at all. But a second more subtle er-
ror lies in the very concept of safety, which implies for most of us not
simply being safe to express or entertain our feelings but rather safe to
remain what we already are, to avoid the risks attendant upon the ad-
venture of becoming through love—or any other transformational
means—the person we have not yet discovered.

“Oh Lord, we know what we are, but know not what we may be.”
However well or ill we already know ourselves, we remain, as long as
we live, capable of fresh insight, fresh response, capable, that is, of new
knowledge. As Socrates said long ago, the right life for a human being
is the examined life, and as he by his own example made clear that is
not a life in which truth is arrived at, as at a destination or place of rest.
Truth resides, rather, in the process of searching for it, and the search is,
ideally, coextensive with our breath.

Love is, by turns, and in varying degrees, both the safe harbor and
the storm. But what it is most profoundly is a voyage, the destination of
which is largely unknown. For most of us today more than ever, love is
the primary mode of risk-taking, of the venture without which there can
be no sense of self-realization. The danger of suffering in love is nothing
compared to the danger of feeling that one has never lived, that one has
never taken the risk of feeling wholly vulnerable and alive. It is this that
Henry James portrays in his story “The Beast in the Jungle,” and that
Coleridge’s “Rime of the Ancient Mariner” dramatizes with its theme
of death-in-life. Suffering is less an agony than to live without affect. We
are all ruled by a horror vacui, and as long as suffering is not beyond
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our powers of endurance or without hope of termination, it is a re-
minder that we are alive, while affectlessness is a reminder that we are
failing to live. Our secret fear is that nothing can move us, and our am-
bition to be safe and secure is at odds with this other basic drive to-
wards realization through feeling. Indeed, we know that our pains and
sorrows are a source of endless self-interest; not simply, I think, from in-
nate egotism or self-absorption, but as tangible proofs of our engage-
ment in the ongoing process of living.

Love then is not only a major route to self-transcendence, but to self-
realization and self-transformation as well. In an age when the other
risks that commonly beset human beings have been disguised or dimin-
ished, the adventure of self grows in importance, and surely that is one
of the reasons for the increasing significance of psychotherapy in peo-
ple’s lives. Psychoanalysis sees individuation as a never-ending pro-
cess; a voyage of self-discovery. One of its fundamental insights is to
have assimilated unto itself, for purposes of exemplifying humanity’s
key psychological dramas, the imagery of the great imaginative jour-
neys (as for example, Freud’s use of the Oedipus myth to illuminate one
of the fundamental dilemmas of childhood).

Love, like other psychological and spiritual odysseys, is never final
but holds forth the promise of continual unfolding, if we will only keep
ourselves open to its challenge. Love is not an ultimate solution to our
problems but a continual reaffirmation of process, a continual restate-
ment within which we find no answer other than the ongoing attempt
to achieve completeness and goodness. To turn back from the journey
perpetuates our narrowness and incompleteness. As a Greek critic said
of “nothingness,” it “might save or destroy those who face it, but those
who ignore it are condemned to unreality. They cannot pretend to a real
life, which, if it is full of real risks, is also full of real promises.”

In our personal evolution, we each must go out into the world and
choose from what—and whom—we find there. The man who seeks sus-
tenance from himself alone will starve. By no means preordained or out
of our hands, the process of self-formation occurs in this interplay be-
tween the self and the world. It is in this sense that our choice of whom
to love is life-altering. Each of us comes to know ourselves, and to be
ourselves, through these choices and through the resulting encounters
with the Other.

For us in our culture, perhaps the most important of our cultivated
freedoms is the freedom to love, the most important of our choices
whom we will love and what we will value. Love is also the predom-
inant creative experience available to most of us. As a creative act, love
has much in common with creative work in general and is thus well
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described in the works of Silvano Arieti, who described creativity as
having a dual role: “at the same time as it enlarges the universe by add-
ing or uncovering new dimensions, it also enriches and expands man,
who will be able to experience these new dimensions inwardly.” And so
it is with love, perhaps in our time the primary vehicle for self-realiza-
tion, transformation, and transcendence.
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