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              IS MONOGAMY POSSIBLE?
            

          

        

      

      Most of us manage, most of the time, to be monogamous.

      Monogamy is synonymous with commitment in modern relationships. We no longer need to marry to enjoy sexual pleasure, to have children or increasingly for economic security, so it is fidelity in sexual love which now above all stands as the primary symbol of commitment to that love. The statistics, however, as well as anecdotal evidence from couples counsellors and divorce lawyers, indicate that absolute fidelity is rarer than we care to think. The reality is far from the symbolic ideal.

      Accurate figures are hard to come by but a range of surveys in the UK and the US suggest that between 25 and 70 per cent of women and 40 and 80 per cent of men have engaged in at least one extramarital sexual activity.1 Most estimates of cuckoldry rates – where children are fathered by men other than the mother’s partner – range from 10 to 15 per cent.2 A quarter of all couples present for therapy because of an affair. In a further 30 per cent an affair will be disclosed during counselling. The therapists I have spoken to estimate that approximately three quarters of men and one quarter of the women they see individually in their consulting rooms are living through marital difficulties because of an affair. Divorce lawyers say that infidelity is still one of the leading causes of separation, and often the result is the most acrimonious of partings.

      The statistics do not tell us how many instances of infidelity were the briefest of flirtations, never discovered or destabilising. People often play with the idea of sexual adventure but reject it once the most casual encounter becomes a reality. We don’t know how many sexless marriages are happy and sustained by a weekly discreet encounter. We don’t know how many couples survive an affair without telling anyone what they have been through. And we don’t know how many divorces are triggered by the betrayal of an affair or how many of these relationships died long before the affair began. There is still so much that we don’t know about extramarital dabbling – and when I use the words ‘marital’ or ‘marriage’ I am referring to all committed relationships, gay or straight, married, cohabiting or living apart.

      Infidelity appears to be so common that it is likely to happen at some point in a long relationship. Yet when it comes to understanding why people stray sexually, and how to limit the likelihood or recover from it, we are still living in the dark ages of ignorance, blame and shame. We just hope, even assume, that it won’t happen to us. The modern ethos is that any infidelity is always wrong, that it ruins the special sanctity of trust within coupledom and consequently can rarely be recovered from, when in fact, for many, affairs are like epiphanies. The adventure of a love affair enables them to understand more about intimacy, their own unrealistic expectations of relationship and what they really might want from life, either with this new person or within their existing, revived relationship. However painful it may be, infidelity can help couples to accept that it is foolish to think of a relationship in terms of ownership or to take each other for granted. An affair can be devastating emotionally, not just for the spouse who has discovered that he or she has been betrayed but also for the tortured soul who is doing the straying. It can feel like a grenade lobbed into the heart of a couple’s life precisely because it is such a seismic event that it has to provoke change. Many then go on to form far stronger partnerships because of what they have learned about themselves and each other, alert to the fact that they could lose each other for ever.

      There are perhaps as many different reasons for affairs as there are people, for as Anthony Burgess once said, ‘Adultery is the most creative of sins.’ While every affair and relationship is unique there do seem to be common triggers. Affairs are often provoked by boredom, loneliness, depression, marital unhappiness and the need to spice up the ordered predictability of life with the exhilarating edge of danger. Infidelity can be motivated by childhood insecurity, anger, hate or revenge for some other marital crime. An affair can be a powerful weapon of abuse or an effective means of injecting distance into a relationship when we feel trapped, failed or unable to meet each other’s every need. We can find it so hard dealing with one person that we decide to complicate things still further by getting involved with two.

      Circumstance can play a part, as does too much to drink. Sometimes we are merely flattered by the fact that anybody outside our relationship might want us at all, particularly at key transitional moments: after the birth of a baby, when children leave home, a partner gets seriously ill or a parent dies. ‘Any close relationship or marriage is such an entangled web that the timing of an affair can tell you a great deal,’ says couples counsellor Liza Glenn. ‘Is it when she has got pregnant or in the months after the baby is born? Has she withdrawn from him or has he failed to reclaim her as a woman because he has in fact married his mother. Many men do!’

      Affairs sit on a wide spectrum ranging from the casual one-night stand which is never discovered or threatens the stability of a committed partnership to a prolonged means of ending a relationship by finding a way out. Affairs are often about the drama of transgression, for every emotion, including guilt, unhappiness and fear of the devastation of loss, is pushed to the point where we feel truly alive. Affairs can give people a sense of achievement, omnipotence even, for they have to dare to do things they might never have done before. Extramarital liaisons can take place in thrilling places: hotels, snatched moments, weekends away, ‘car seats, rugs, tree undersides seen through windshields’, as John Updike writes in Rabbit Redux, ‘the beige-grey carpeting in the narrow space between the three green steel desks and the safe’.

      There is the emotional roller-coaster of seduction and conquest, the scary ride full of secrets and sleuth-like deceptions to cover give-away signs. In the triumph of securing the attention of a third party many believe, usually foolishly, that with this new sense of potency they will be able to maintain the duplicity of a double life. The most passionate love requires people to overcome huge obstacles. ‘It’s the buzz of the pulling,’ says Oliver, an unhappily married man who has been having an affair with a married woman for the past six months. ‘She is cheating too and she says that if we were together she wouldn’t cheat on me but I don’t believe her for a minute because I loved all that too as a young man. I wasn’t even bothered about the sex at the end of the evening. It was all about the cloak and dagger, the secrecy of intimacy, the chase.’

      Affairs can offer the illusion of improving a relationship by taking the pressure off it, for less is expected of a partner when some of your needs are being met elsewhere. Affairs offer many people the opportunity to enjoy a very different sort of sex outside the familiarity of home, whether that is paying to be spanked or exploring homosexual or heterosexual tendencies. Affairs offer the ultimate halcyon, drug-like escape from the realities of daily life. ‘Sex, wine, food, sleep. I am a physical being,’ writes Dani Shapiro in her account of being a mistress, ‘living on the other side of a clear, thin membrane that separates me from anything to do with the world.’3

      In this carefree world people can engage with fantasy by having affairs with the sort of person they would like to be – younger, more successful, beautiful, richer, freer. In this magical land people foolishly believe that no one has noticed what they are up to and that they enjoy a special protection from pregnancy and sexually transmitted diseases, for sex is often sudden and without contraception. Infidelity allows people to live in a romance where all of one’s dreams can come true for a few hours. ‘She was entering something marvellous where everything would be passion, ecstasy, delirium,’ writes Flaubert of his famous adulterer Emma Bovary. ‘The great summits of sentiment glittered in her mind’s eye, ordinary existence appeared far below in the distance, in shadow, in the gaps between these peaks.’

      People often turn to a lover outside their relationship for a sense of validation, to be told they are beautiful, desirable, the best fuck on God’s earth. We turn to others for all that maternal soothing and stroking without questions or judgement when we feel we lack such support from our partner, or daren’t ask for it. The craving for a perfect love, the romantic notion that one can lose oneself in an ecstatic passionate union with another human being, is understandable. We all long at particularly difficult moments in life or in our relationship to be able to dive into a parallel world where someone might be strong enough to take all of us, where we do not need to explain ourselves or compromise, where we feel cosseted and scooped up into the arms of an adoring and unconditional love. Affairs allow people to wallow in the safety of play with a wide range of possible reinventions: ‘Mother, father, sibling, angel or devil – with very little risk because, unlike marriage, adultery does not, at the outset, include permanence. Truth need never be revealed; the inadequacies of the reality of the self need never be demonstrated to the other,’ writes Annette Lawson in her major study Adultery, published in 1988. ‘So long as the adultery is brief, the fantasy can endure. In this sense adultery is far from dangerous; it is safe. Partners can switch gender roles, play with sex and fantasy, satisfy particular desires, be all the things for which marriage has no room.’

      No wonder then that affairs are so common. Is there anybody who has picked up this book who has not felt some or all of the above at some point in their established relationship? How close do we all come to sexual and emotional betrayal at difficult times or in moments of weakness and immaturity? We live in an ‘I want therefore I can have’ culture where we are greedier, fatter and consume more than ever before. We seem to need dozens of handbags and shoes, even several houses, to feel whole or be seen to be living the good life. ‘Good’ sex is increasingly regarded as a commodity too. When you consider the amount of new sexual pressures on marital commitment, for regular, satisfying sex is now a sign of a healthy relationship (and its absence a sign of one on the rocks), as well as the ease of access to a variety of sexual temptations from pornography to chatroom flirtations, it’s a miracle that anybody remains entirely faithful to their partner at all. ‘Adultery is both ordinary and forgivable,’ writes Siri Hustvedt in her novel The Summer Without Men, ‘as is the rage of the betrayed spouse.’

      So what does being unfaithful mean within the new relationship ethos of total togetherness? Do thought crimes count? Does a text flirtation or an affair in ‘third life’ matter? And what about that regular lunch date with an ex-lover or a friend from work whom we would never want to sleep with but actually quite like? Is that an emotional betrayal and just as bad if we do not confess to it? Does paying for it count? Many men don’t seem to think so. And what about masturbating or looking at pornography alone? What does infidelity mean within the new soul mate philosophy of being each other’s everything – sexually compatible lover, intellectual equal, co-parent and best friend?

       

      The couple relationship has for centuries sat uncomfortably at the apex between private and public life, yet subject to controls by religion and state. The contract of ‘marriage’ in its widest definition forms the foundation of society, both for the raising of children and social care for each other. Infidelity or adultery therefore threatens more than just a marriage: it destabilises the roots of a contract between two people where trust and loyalty matter, and undermines the whole institution of society. Newspapers, magazines and websites disclose the private sexual misdemeanours of sexually straying politicians and celebrities as if they were betraying not just their partner but everyone else as well. Television shows such as those of Jerry Springer and Jeremy Kyle put adulterers on trial in front of an audience that mocks and cheers, echoing the punishment of shame meted out to adulterers in the Middle Ages. The subtle complexities and everyday difficulties of relationship are rarely acknowledged. The whole focus is on the idea that if you could lie or cheat on your partner, you cannot be trusted with anything, even though there is no evidence to suggest that those who engage in extramarital sexual activity are any more criminal or corrupt than the rest of the population. There is perhaps a sense that if this contract made between two people privately and publicly cannot be upheld, then nothing else, no other bond or contract, can be trusted either. The centre of our social structure as a society cannot hold. And yet – and here is the rub – we also know that unlike with other sins such as murder or theft, adultery is the ‘crime’ we could all, at difficult times, imagine ourselves committing.

      The sanctimony surrounding total fidelity as the most important emblem of commitment in sexual love is now so absolute that many find it hard to talk about their attractions to others and their sexual pasts with complete honesty. But that can also feel like a kind of betrayal because there are supposed to be no secrets within a happy relationship. Total loathing of any form of ‘cheating’ means that the emotional and psychological complexities of sexual betrayal are never considered or discussed. It is just always wrong. The new ethos is: one strike and you are out. When couples then find themselves living through the reality life gets confusing. Should they leave or kick the other one out? What if they don’t want to? Who do they turn to for help? ‘Couples often don’t know whether they can stay together, whether they want to stay together or whether they should stay together,’ says psychoanalyst and couples counsellor Brett Kahr. ‘And then they don’t know whether taking their partner back is an act of generosity, self-preserving behaviour or sado-masochism.’

      Absolute monogamy has become an individual achievement in itself, a near-spiritual act of sacrifice and tolerance of disillusionment as well as a very public display of morality and commitment. When absolute monogamy fails for whatever reason, as it often does, our entire sense of place both within our relationship and in the wider world is threatened. The one who strays is considered weak or flawed. The one who is ‘betrayed’ feels they were not loved or good enough to keep their partner ‘true’. It’s threatening practically and financially too, given the likelihood of separation and divorce. So rising numbers maintain the fiction of a monogamous marriage by not asking the other or turning a blind eye. As this book will reveal, there is a very complex dance of deceit and denial by both partners, particularly when sexual betrayal is used as a form of abuse.

       

      Monogamy is an admirable ideal. It is still what most people aspire to in their relationship. We all share a primal urge for an exclusive bond with another person, to feel special. We need consistency and continuity in our most important relationships, not just as children when we are entirely dependent, but throughout life. Sexual novelty and continual ecstasy might be sold to us now as key to our health and happiness, as if we had a right to perpetual sexual arousal and satisfaction, but restraint is good for us too. Being faithful to our spouse means we show care for someone, we value their needs above our own by refusing to hurt them. It means we place others above our own selfish need for vicarious sexual gratification when there are plenty of people out there with whom we could have a very good time. As Winston Churchill once said about democracy, monogamy seems to be the worst possible system until you consider the alternatives.

      The essence of trust in a good relationship is feeling safe enough to love, safe enough to reveal our true selves and know that we will not lose love as a result and find ourselves rejected for someone who is seemingly ‘better’. Monogamy is possible and many couples manage it either throughout their relationship or for long periods of time. But for the countless others who fall from this paradigm of virtue either briefly or repeatedly, a more honest and humane public debate around the subject of infidelity is essential if we also want as a society to underpin the stability of committed relationships and family life.

      The essays in this book are as much about our yearning for fidelity as they are about the numerous myths surrounding the experience of infidelity. The testimony of experts and those who have lived through the ordeal, as well as psychology, history and literature, throw light on the love knots that we tie ourselves into today, when sexual infidelity has emerged as the Great Betrayal of modern relationship, when paradoxically it has never been easier to find opportunities to be seduced. New expectations of perfection and total togetherness in a relationship have increased the allure of affairs. The new ethos of complete, confessional honesty increases the need for deceit and denial over the slightest flirtation and exacerbates the wounds of betrayal, the guilt and the idea that only the person who strays bears the blame. This heady cocktail inevitably destroys many relationships with otherwise good foundations, such as a shared history and interests, genuine love and affection for one another, as well as the all-important welfare of children and their family life.

      Many of those who separate because of an affair come to regret that decision later. There were so many other threads that united them as a couple that they wonder, with hindsight, whether they could have worked things out. Instead we seem to need to preserve the mythology and the hope that it is possible to have a perfect and therefore permanently sexually exclusive relationship by trying again – but with someone new.

      There is such a disconnection between expectations of absolute fidelity and the messy reality of how we live and love that people cannot help but feel they have failed shamefully when they fall, or are pushed, off the pedestal. Trust cannot last if it is based on an ideal which is assumed but never discussed. The monogamous ideal hangs by a thread, and is held together by social and cultural condemnation of infidelity rather than internally by two people who are grown-up enough to be able to talk about their attractions to others, their problems within the relationship and how they could build a better future together.

      Relationships are undergoing radical change as a result of new pressures and demands on couples over gendered expectations, work-life balance and the modern ethos where individual happiness and continual sexual excitement seem to be paramount. We may well have become more accepting of separation than we are of sexual betrayal within marriage. Yet we are all human and we make mistakes. A close, loving relationship ought to be the one place where we can be flawed and still feel loved. In some respects we are like pioneers, in search of a new way of loving. A more truthful understanding of monogamy has to be central to a new dialogue, if we also want to enjoy the many other benefits that a long and lasting loving relationship can provide.

      There is no one right way to be together as a couple. We are all learning through trial and error how to forge a lifelong partnership where we might be able to match compromise and togetherness with enough of a sense of autonomy not to feel swallowed whole. Nowadays commitment is being hammered at the very time when we lack a philosophy of love and relationship that has tolerance and forgiveness of each other’s frailties at its heart. It is interesting that it is when an adulterous woman is brought before Jesus in the Gospels that he utters the words that have come to symbolise man’s inability to be perfect: ‘He that is without sin among you, let him first cast a stone.’ For the line of restraint that we draw around us with absolute monogamy is a particularly tenuous and difficult one when it comes to our natural attraction to the allure of others. ‘The monogamous ideal is just that – an ideal,’ writes marital psychotherapist Warren Coleman.4 ‘There is always a gap between ideals and the possibility of their realisation in the world, but ideals are nevertheless necessary to give life meaning and value. They act as beacons pointing out the way, something to strive towards but never to reach. There is loss involved in recognising this, but it is far preferable to the futile and doomed attempt to deny the gap by omnipotent fantasy à la Madame Bovary.’
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