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on the Tyranny of Two

Love is, as we know, a mysterious and controlling
force. It has vast power over our thoughts and
life decisions. It demands our loyalty, and we, in
turn, freely comply. Saying no to love isn’t simply
heresy; it is tragedy-—the failure to achieve what is
most essentially human. So deeply internalized is
our obedience to this most capricious despot that
artists create passionate odes to its cruelty, and
audiences seem never to tire of the most deeply
unoriginal mass spectacles devoted to rehears-
ing the litany of its torments, fixating their very
beings on the narrowest glimmer of its fleeting
satisfactions. . . .

Ever optimistic, heady with love’s utopianism,
most of us eventually pledge ourselves to unions
that will, if successful, far outlast the desire that
impelled them into being. The prevailing cultural
wisdom is that even if sexual desire tends to be a
short-lived phenomenon, “mature love” will kick
in to save the day when desire flags. The issue that
remains unaddressed is whether cutting off other
possibilities of romance and sexual attraction for
the more muted pleasures of mature love isn’t
similar to voluntarily amputating a healthy limb:
a lot of anesthesia is required and the phantom
pain never entirely abates. But if it behooves a so-
ciety to convince its citizenry that wanting change
means personal failure or wanting to start over
is shameful or simply wanting more satisfaction
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than what you have is an illicit thing, clearly grisly
acts of self-mutilation will be required.

There hasn’t always been quite such optimism
about love’s longevity. For the Greeks, inventors
of democracy and a people not amenable to being
pushed around by despots, love was a disordering
and thus preferably brief experience. During the
reign of courtly love, love was illicit and usually
fatal. Passion meant suffering: the happy ending
didn’t yet exist in the cultural imagination. As
far as togetherness as an eternal ideal, the 12th-
century advice manual “De Amore et Amor is Re-
medio” (“On Love and the Remedies of Love”)
warned that too many opportunities to see or chat
with the beloved would certainly decrease love.

The innovation of happy love didn’t even enter
the vocabulary of romance until the 17th century.
Before the 18th century—when the family was
primarily an economic unit of production rather
than a hothouse of Oedipal tensions—marriages
were business arrangements between families;
participants had little to say on the matter. Some
historians consider romantic love a learned be-
havior that really only took off in the late 18th
century along with the new fashion for reading
novels, though even then affection between a hus-
band and wife was considered to be in question-
able taste.

Historians disagree, of course. Some tell the
story of love as an eternal and unchanging es-
sence; others, as a progress narrative over stifling
social conventions. (Sometimes both stories are
told at once; consistency isn’t required.) But has
modern love really set us free? Fond as we are of
projecting our own emotional quandaries back




through history, construing vivid costume dramas
featuring medieval peasants or biblical courtesans
sharing their feelings with the post-Freudian savvy
of lifelong analysands, our amatory predecessors
clearly didn’t share all our particular aspirations
about their romantic lives.

We, by contrast, feel like failures when love
dies. We believe it could be otherwise. Since the
cultural expectation is that a state of coupled per-
manence is achievable, uncoupling is experienced
as crisis and inadequacy—even though such fail-
ures are more the norm than the exception.

As love has increasingly become the cen-
ter of all emotional expression in the popular
imagination, anxiety about obtaining it in suf-
ficient quantities—and for sufficient duration—
suffuses the population. Everyone knows that
as the demands and expectations on couples
escalated, so did divorce rates. And given the
current divorce statistics (roughly 50 percent of
all marriages end in divorce), all indications are
that whomever you love today—your beacon
of hope, the center of all your optimism—nhas a
good chance of becoming your worst nightmare
tomorrow. (Of course, that 50 percent are those
who actually leave their unhappy marriages and
not a particularly good indication of the happi-
ness level or nightmare potential of those who
remain.) Lawrence Stone, a historian of mar-
riage, suggests—rather jocularly, you can’t help
thinking—that today’s rising divorce rates are
just a modern technique for achieving what was
once taken care of far more efficiently by early
mortality.

Love may or may not be a universal emotion,
but clearly the social forms it takes are infinitely
malleable. It is our culture alone that has dedi-
cated itself to allying the turbulence of romance
and the rationality of the long-term couple, con-
Vinced that both love and sex are obtainable from
One person over the course of decades, that desire
Will manage to sustain itself for 30 or 40 or 50
Years and that the supposed fate of social stability
'S tied to sustaining a fleeting experience beyond
ts given life span.
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Of course, the parties involved must “work”
at keeping passion alive (and we all know how
much fun that is), the presumption being that
even after living in close proximity to someone
for a historically unprecedented length of time,
you will still muster the requisite desire to achieve
sexual congress on a regular basis. (Should pas-
sion fizzle out, just give up sex. Lack of desire for
a mate is never an adequate rationale for “look-
ing elsewhere.”) And it is true, many couples do
manage to perform enough psychic retooling to
reshape the anarchy of desire to the confines of
the marriage bed, plugging away at the task year
after year (once a week, same time, same position)
like diligent assembly-line workers, aided by the
occasional fantasy or two to help get the old mo-
tor to turn over, or keep running, or complete the
trip. And so we have the erotic life of a nation of
workaholics: if sex seems like work, clearly you’re
not working hard enough at it.

But passion must not be allowed to die! The
fear—or knowledge—that it does shapes us
into particularly conflicted psychological beings
perpetually in search of prescriptions and pro-
fessional interventions, regardless of cost or con-
sequence. Which does have its economic upside,
at least. Whole new sectors of the economy have
been spawned, with massive social investment in
new technologies from Viagra to couples’ porn:
capitalism’s Lourdes for dying marriages.

There are assorted low-tech solutions to de-
sire’s dilemmas too. Take advice. In fact, take
more and more advice. Between print, airwaves
and the therapy industry, if there were anyway to
quantify the G.N.P. in romantic counsel, it would
be a staggering number. Desperate to be cured
of love’s temporality, a love-struck populace has
molded itself into an advanced race of advice re-
ceptacles, like some new form of miracle sponge
that can instantly absorb many times its own
body weight in wetness.

Inexplicably, however, a rebellious breakaway
faction keeps trying to leap over the wall and
emancipate themselves, not from love itself—
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unthinkable!—but from love’s domestic confine-
ments. The escape routes are well trodden—love
affairs, midlife crises—though strewn with the
left-behind luggage of those who encountered
unforeseen obstacles along the way (panic, guilt,
self-engineered exposures) and beat self-abashed
retreats to their domestic gulags, even after pledg-
ing body and soul to newfound loves in the balmy
utopias of nondomesticated romances. Will all the
adulterers in the audience please stand up? You
know who you are. Don’t be embarrassed! Adul-
terers aren’t just “playing around.” These are our
homegrown closet social theorists, because adul-
tery 1s not just a referendum on the sustainability
of monogamys; it is a veiled philosophical discus-
sion about the social contract itself. The ques-
tion on the table is this: “How much renunciation
of desire does society demand of us, versus the
degree of gratification it provides?” Clearly, the
adulterer’s answer, following a long line of vener-
able social critics, would be, “Too much.”

But what exactly is it about the actual lived
experience of modern domestic love that would
make flight such a compelling option for so many?
Let us briefly examine those material daily life
conditions.

Fundamentally, to achieve love and qualify for
entry into that realm of salvation and transcen-

dence known as the couple (the secular equivalent .

of entering a state of divine grace), you must be
a lovable person. And what precisely does being
lovable entail? According to the tenets of modern
love, it requires an advanced working knowledge
of the intricacies of mutuality.

Mutuality means recognizing that your part-
ner has needs and being prepared to meet them.
This presumes, of course, that the majority
of those needs can and should be met by one
person. . . .

Meeting those needs is the most effective way
to become the object of another’s desire, thus at-
taining intimacy, which is required to achieve the
state known as psychological maturity. (Despite
how closely is reproduces the affective conditions
of our childhoods, since trading compliance for
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love is the earliest social lesson learned; we leayy
it in our cribs.)

You, in return, will have your own needs met
by your partner in matters large and small, [,
practice, many of these matters turn out to be
quite small. Frequently, it is the tensions and
disagreements over the minutiae of daily living
that stand between couples and their requisite
intimacy. Taking out the garbage, tone of voice,
a forgotten errand—these are the rocky shoals
upon which intimacy so often founders.

Mutuality requires communication, since in or-
der to be met, these needs must be expressed. . . |
What you need is for your mate to understand
you—your desires, your contradictions, your
unique sensitivities, what irks you. (In practice,
that means what about your mate irks you.)
You, in turn, must learn to understand the mate’s
needs. This means being willing to hear what
about yourself irks your mate. Hearing is not a
simple physiological act performed with the ears,
as you will learn. You may think you know how
to hear, but that doesn’t mean that you know how
to listen.

With two individuals required to coexist in
enclosed spaces for extended periods of time,
domesticity requires substantial quantities of
compromise and adaptation simply to avoid
mayhem. Yet with the post-Romantic ideal of
unconstrained individuality informing our most
fundamental ideas of the self, this can prove a
perilous process. Both parties must be willing to
jettison whatever aspects of individuality might
prove irritating while being simultaneously al-
lowed to retain enough individuality to feel their
autonomy is not being sacrificed, even as it is be-
ing surgically excised.

Having mastered mutuality, you may now pro-
ceed to advanced intimacy. Advanced intimacy
involves inviting your partner “in” to your most
interior self. Whatever and wherever our “inside”
is, the widespread—if somewhat metaphysical—
belief in its existence (and the related belief that
whatever is in there is dying to get out) has as-
sumed a quasi-medical status. Leeches once served




a similar purpose. Now we “express our feelings”
in lieu of our fluids because everyone knows that
those who don’t are far more prone to cancer,
ulcers or various dire ailments.

With love as our culture’s patent medicine, pre-
scribed for every ill (now even touted as a neces-
sary precondition for that other great American
obsession, longevity), we willingly subject our-
selves to any number of arcane procedures in its
quest. “Opening up” is required for relationship
health, so lovers fashion themselves after doctors
wielding long probes to penetrate the tender re-
gions. Try to think of yourself as one big orifice:
now stop clenching and relax. If the procedure
proves uncomfortable, it just shows you’re not
open enough. Psychotherapy may be required
before sufficient dilation can be achieved: the
world’s most expensive lubricant.

Needless to say, this opening-up can leave you
feeling quite vulnerable, lying there psychically
spread-eagled and shivering on the examining
table of your relationship. (A favored suspicion
is that your partner, knowing exactly where
your vulnerabilities are, deliberately kicks you
there—one reason this opening up business may
not always feel as pleasant as advertised.) And
as anyone who has spent much time in—or just
in earshot of—a typical couple knows, the “ex-
pression of needs” is often the Trojan horse of
intimate warfare, since expressing needs means,
by definition, that one’s partner has thus far failed
to meet them.

In any long-term couple, this lexicon of needs
becomes codified over time into a highly evolved
private language with its own rules. Let’s call this
couple grammar. Close observation reveals this
as a language composed of one recurring unit of
speech: the interdiction—highly nuanced, mutually
imposed commands and strictures extending into
the most minute areas of household affairs, social
life, finances, speech, hygiene, allowable idiosyn-
Crasies and so on. From bathroom to bedroom, car
to kitchen, no aspect of coupled life is not subject
to scrutiny, negotiation and codes of conduct.
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A sample from an inexhaustible list, culled from
interviews with numerous members of couples of
various ages, races and sexual orientations:

You can’t leave the house without saying
where you’re going. You can’t not say what time
yowll return. You can’t go out when the other
person feels like staying at home. You can’t be
a slob. You can’t do less than 50 percent of the
work around the house, even if the other per-
son wants to do 100 percent more cleaning than
you find necessary or even reasonable. You can’t
leave the dishes for later, load them the way that
seems best to you, drink straight from the carton
or make crumbs. You can’t leave the bathroom
door open—it’s offensive. You can’t leave the
bathroom door closed—your partner needs to get
in. You can’t not shave your underarms or legs.
You can’t gain weight. You can’t watch soap op-
eras. You can’t watch infomercials or the pregame
show or Martha Stewart. You can’t eat what you
want—goodbye Marshmallow Fluff; hello tofu
meatballs. You can’t spend too much time on the
computer. And stay out of those chat rooms. You
can’t take risks, unless they are agreed-upon risks,
which somewhat limits the concept of “risk.”
You can’t make major purchases alone, or spend
money on things the other person considers ex-
cesses. You can’t blow money just because you’re
in a bad mood, and you can’t be in a bad mood
without being required to explain it. You can’t be-
gin a sentence with “You always. . ..” You can’t
begin a sentence with “I never....” You can’t
be simplistic, even when things are simple. You
can’t say what you really think of that outfit or
color combination or cowboy hat. You can’t be
cynical about things the other person is sincere
about. You can’t drink without the other person
counting your drinks. You can’t have the wrong
laugh. You can’t burn cigarettes when you’re out
because it embarrasses your mate, even though
you’ve explained the unspoken fraternity between
smokers. You can’t tailgate, honk or listen to talk
radio in the car. And so on. The specifics don’t
matter. What matters is that the operative word
1s “can’t.”
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Thus is love obtained.

Certainly, domesticity offers innumerable
rewards: companionship, child-rearing conve-
nience, reassuring predictability and many other
benefits too varied to list. But if love has power
over us, domesticity is its enforcement wing: the
iron dust mop in the velvet glove. The historian
Michel Foucault has argued that modern power
made its mark on the world by inventing new
types of enclosures and institutions, places like
factories, schools, barracks, prisons and asylums,
where individuals could be located, supervised,
processed and subjected to inspection, order
and the clock. What current social institution is
more enclosed than modern intimacy? What of-
fers greater regulation of movement and time, or
more precise surveillance of body and thought, to
a greater number of individuals?

Of course, it is your choice—as if any of us
could really choose not to desire love or not to
feel like hopeless losers should we fail at it. We
moderns are beings yearning to be filled, yearning
to be overtaken by love’s mysterious power. . . .

Exchanging obedience for love comes natu-
rally—after all, we all were once children whose
survival depended on the caprices of love. And
there you have the template for future intimacies.
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If you love me, you’ll do what I want—or need,
or demand—and T’ll love you in return. We al]
become household dictators, petty tyrants of the
private sphere, who are, in our turn, dictated to.

And why has modern love developed in such
a way as to maximize submission and minimize
freedom, with so little argument about it? No
doubt a citizenry schooled in renouncing desire
instead of imagining there could be something
more would be, in many respects, advantageous,
After all, wanting more is the basis for utopian
thinking, a path toward dangerous social de-
mands, even toward imagining the possibilities
for altogether different social arrangements. But
if the most elegant forms of social control are
those that came packaged in the guise of indi-
vidual needs and satisfactions, so wedded to the
individual psyche that any opposing impulse reg-
isters as the anxiety of unlovability, who needs a
soldier on every corner? We are more than happy
to police ourselves and those we love and call it
living happily ever after. Perhaps a secular soci-
ety needed another metaphysical entity to subju-
gate itself to after the death of God, and love was
available for the job. But isn’t it a little depressing
to think we are somehow incapable of inventing
forms of emotional life based on anything other
than subjugation?




