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Introduction

Marriage is the topic of 107 quips, excerpts, stanzas, and witticisms in The Penguin Thesaurus of Quotations (1998). Barring three biblical passages and the oft-recited advice of maintaining optimal distance from the poet, Khalil Gibran, all other reflections upon marriage are ironic, humorous, cheeky, satirical, or downright misogynistic and nasty. Marriage is portrayed as a prison, a cage, a burden, a recipe for boredom, and a theater of the mundane. A similarly negative depiction is found in most successful plays and movies about marriage. The pervasive derision appears puzzling given that most people in most parts of the world do get married or want to get married. Could it be that the effects evoked by marriage are actually ambivalent in nature? This appears quite understandable since marriage impinges upon personal freedom, curtails sexual novelty, and forces one to make compromises about matters of daily living while at the same time providing relational constancy, affective holding, and creation of a mutual bank of memories to which one can return again and again for emotional refueling. But if this is correct then why is the negative side more public, turned into jokes, and sublimated into literary creativity? Why does the positive side remain restricted to religious sermons, and “confessions” of the elderly as to how good it has been to have a spouse by their side all these decades? While ordinary mortals ponder this quandary wordlessly, the great Charles Darwin (1809–82) was unabashed in rendering the pros and cons of marriage in clear, sunbathed prose. Here is what he said:


This is the Question.

Marry

Children—(if it Please God)—Constant companion (and friend in old age) who will feel interested in one … My God, it is intolerable to think of spending one’s whole life, like a neuter bee, working, working, and nothing after all.—No, no, won’t do. Imagine living all one’s day solitarily in smoky dirty London House.—Only picture to yourself a nice soft wife on a sofa with good fire, & books & music perhaps.


Not Marry

Freedom to go where one liked—choice of Society and little of it.—Conversation of clever men at clubs—Not forced to visit relatives and to bend in every trifle.—to have the expense and anxiety of children—perhaps quarreling—Loss of time …. How should I manage all my business if I were obliged to go every day walking with my wife.—Eheu!! I never should know French,—or see the Continent—or go to America, or go up in a Balloon … Marry—Marry—Marry. (1838, p. 3, italics in the original)


Darwin’s labored clarity and self-persuasive logic notwithstanding, the realm of marriage remains affect-laden, challenging on many psychosocial fronts. Unanswered questions abound. What is the relationship between love, sex, and marriage? Is marriage a developmental landmark without achieving which one is deemed immature and less evolved? Why do marriages fail and why are second marriages generally more erotically gratifying? Is monogamy “natural” and has it ontogenetic substrates or is it an invention of necessity? Do extramarital affairs always betray the psychopathology of one or the other partner or can they, at times, help sustain a marriage? Can marriage contain or ameliorate sexual perversions or can marriage itself be a form of perversion? What about bigamy and polygamy? How do we define a “dead” marriage? Can broken marriages be fixed? And so on.

Our book seeks answers to these and other related questions. Essays contained in it cover topics that range from the normative to deeply worrisome, from customary to highly unusual, from rapture to rupture, and, dare we say, from sacred to profane. The book opens with a wide-ranging Prologue by Ann Eichen. A Philadelphia-based psychoanalyst, Eichen offers a comprehensive overview of the developmental arc of marriage. Using a psychoanalytic lens, she proposes that marriage requires the capacity for “bi-directional flexibility” across three psychosocial domains: (a) bodily relatedness, (b) interpersonal distance, and (c) capacity for tolerating change. Following this wide-ranging and highly informative Prologue are the book’s three parts, each of which comprises two chapters.

The first part is titled “Variations” and has chapters on same-sex marriage and interracial and intercultural marriages. The former is written by Sameer Khan, a young psychiatrist and psychoanalyst in training from New York. It offers the viewpoint of the LGBT+ community, a group of individuals who, until recently, were legally barred from marrying each other. The discourse this chapter contains relies upon oral and written histories of individuals to create an appropriately decentered narrative and to highlight the multiplicity of experience in the realm of same-sex marriage. The latter chapter is written by two eminent academic psychologists, Pratyusha Tummala-Narra and Arpana Inman from Boston and New Brunswick, NJ, respectively. Their contribution underscores the fact that interracial and intercultural couples face many psychosocial challenges (e.g., rejection by their families, societal marginalization) that affect their relational dynamics as well as their individual identities. On the positive side, however, such couples evolve psychically by mutual cultural immersion and by the integration of their belief systems, behavioral norms, and ethical standards. The chapter also explicates the ways psychoanalytic treatment can provide the “holding” necessary for exploring and bridging painful schisms and ruptures should these arise in the context of an interracial or intercultural marriage.

The second part of the book is titled “Vexations” and has chapters on marriages that are best designated as “perverse” or “dead.” The chapter on perverse marriage is authored by Olga Santa María, the former president of the Mexican Psychoanalytic Association and a distinguished adult and child analyst whose work has mainly appeared in Spanish language so far. This contribution elucidates three major constellations that link perversion and marriage, namely (a) when a sexual perversion is enacted between the two partners, (b) when a sexual perversion is secretly acted out by one partner, and (c) when the foundation and the structure of marriage is itself perverse. The discourse also touches, in a separate section, upon less prevalent, unfamiliar, and/or newly emerging patterns of marriage (e.g., bigamy, polygamy, sologamy, open marriage) that occupy an ambiguous phenomenological and psychodynamic terrain between adventure and deviation. The next chapter is by the Washington-based psychoanalyst, Anne Adelman, who is the coeditor of the Book Review Section of the Journal of the American Psychoanalytic Association, though writing here in her capacity as an independent contributor to our literature. Her contribution tackles the topic which, to paraphrase André Green, can best be termed “dead marriage.” In such couples, the marital tasks, responsibilities, and pleasures are almost totally, if not totally, absent. Sexual relations, if and when these do occur, are limited and perfunctory; often the couple leads a celibate existence. The individual spheres of work and play on the two partners’ part hardly overlap. Life is routine-bound, mechanical, and devoid of affection. Rationalized bases of social appearance, religious edicts, and concern for offspring (if any) keep the couple together. Adelman illustrates these points by a sophisticated deconstruction of the highly acclaimed movie, Anatomy of a Fall (2023), and by presenting two detailed clinical vignettes.

The third and final part of the book is titled “Violations” and addresses the topics of marital infidelity and divorce. Chapters on both these topics are written by Salman Akhtar, the first one single-handedly and the second in collaboration with the prolific clinical psychologist, Shawn Blue. The discourse on marital infidelity highlights that various, often contradictory behavioral constellations exist in the realm of adultery. These range from “harmless” one-night stands to devastating long-term, clandestine affairs, and many syndromes between these extremes. Psychodynamic variables contributing to marital infidelity are similarly seen as multilayered, complex, and often quite random and idiosyncratic as well. The next chapter offers a broad survey of psychodynamic observations on the antecedents and consequences of divorce. It takes into account both short-term and long-term sequelae of divorce as these affect the spouses, their offspring, and even their larger social orbit. The special nuances of divorce in same-sex, immigrant, and analytic couples are also elucidated and the novel concept of a “good-enough divorce” is proposed.

Closing the book is the Epilogue by Andrew Smolar who is a psychoanalyst with extensive experience of working with couples and groups. Bringing his keen and forever alert psychoanalytic attention to the matters of marital discord, Smolar suggests that one should assess multiple factors in weighing the likelihood that couples therapy would be successful. These include physical compatibility, defensive structures, intellectual match, psychological mindedness, shared belief systems, capacity to tolerate disagreement, and common long-term goals. Exemplifying the best of differential therapeutics, he delineates various psychodynamic approaches for different kinds of marital problems and describes his own method of combining individual and couples therapy in certain circumstances.

This thumbnail sketch of the book’s chapters is intended to whet the readers’ appetite. Obviously, there is more texture, more substance, and more heuristic and technical material in their individual entirety than we have been able to summarize here. What is certain is that the eight chapters of this book, acting in unison, deepen our understanding of the nuances and variations of marriage and of the interventions mental health clinicians can make to help salvage the relationship when it falters or help the partners part graciously when the conflicts within the couple seem too divergent for compromise formations. By imparting insight and knowledge of such sort, the book enhances the readers’ empathy and affective attunement to the blend of inevitable conflict and subterranean bliss that characterizes most marriages.




Prologue




CHAPTER 1

What is marriage?

Ann Eichen

What is marriage? While we may feel that we know the answer to this question, and declare that marriage is an institution supported by a legal contract between two people, it is actually much more than that. We wonder whether a marriage is “good” or “bad,” but what exactly do we mean by such designations? If it is a “good” marriage, do we mean that both parties experience the relationship as lively, trusting, engaging, sexually satisfying, or joyful? Conversely, if it is a “bad” marriage, do we mean that both parties experience the relationship as volatile, dead, sexless, unfaithful, or disengaged? Clearly, marriage is a complex concept. It is psychically created and sustained by a couple’s intimacy, behaviorally lived out in a relational space, and strengthened by the approving gaze of the society.

While over the last half century or so, romance has come to dominate our concept of marriage, economic, cultural, and religious factors have always been central influences on mate-pairing and marriage, and they continue to be so. Gelfand’s (2018) work on the dimensions of looseness or tightness of a particular society provides a useful framework for reflecting on the nature of marriage in any given society across time. For example, in a loose-leaning society that prioritizes individual freedom and happiness over the collective needs of the group, we might see more of an emphasis on personal choice and romantic love as well as more interfaith, interethnic, interracial marriages, or same-sex marriages. We might see more marriages that permit polyamory, more marriages that end in divorce, and more serial marriages. We might also see no marriages at all in a loose-leaning society. Conversely, in a tight-leaning society, with strict cultural norms and traditions and a greater focus on the collective well-being, we might see more arranged marriages, more marriages between people who share the same religious faith or race, or more marriages that last a lifetime. Societal forces greatly influence the face and nature of marriage, and these shifting trends are important to consider before investigating modern marriage through a psychoanalytic lens. A good place then is to begin with the very origins of marriage.


A brief history of marriage

The individualistic, romantic view of marriage that has dominated Western society in recent times is a mere blip in the history of human-kind. Coontz, author of Marriage, a History (2005), showed how conceptions about marriage have changed radically over the past sixty years, with an emphasis on love, equality, and marital satisfaction. In this scholarly work, she described the evolution of marriage over the past 5,000 years, emphasizing how various external factors like the economy, religion, and culture shaped the patterns and function of the institution over time. From the very beginning of the institution of marriage, practices have varied considerably from culture to culture, ranging from strict prescriptions and arranged marriages in some societies to mostly unregulated courtship in others. Throughout history, however, marriage has fundamentally remained a pragmatic and financial enterprise, dominated by patriarchal institutions and traditions, even to the present day.

The spectrum of marriage from the beginning of humankind suggests a deep evolutionary history of institutionalized pair-bonding that stems back at least to the Paleolithic times (ibid.). For thousands of years before the world became organized around agriculture, it was believed that marriage did not exist at all; however, recent research is suggesting that during the period when nomadic hunter-gatherer groups roamed the earth, there was some kind of regulated courtship, including arranged marriage. During this time, social interactions were characterized by “prehistoric sharing” (ibid., p. 39), that is, an informal process that ensured survival. Coontz noted that “[P]robably the single most important function of marriage through most of history, although it is almost completely eclipsed today, was its role in establishing cooperative relationships between families and communities” (p. 31). Anthropologists vary in their beliefs regarding the earliest indicators of institutional pair-bonding. What is generally accepted is that during the era of hunter-gatherers, groups of about thirty people—consisting of a few male leaders who shared multiple women to reproduce children—traveled together. The protective or provider theory of marriage—which has been largely debunked—argues that men were the sole providers and protectors of “specific” women and their offspring. The consensus now is that the protector theory in which the male was the sole provider for home-bound females caring for children reflected a projection of biased 1950s patriarchal beliefs that was based on a nuclear family model. More current theories argue that a cooperative and interdependent model of living dominated early human life, even among hunter-gatherers. For instance, research has shown that the primary source of food in Paleolithic times was not large animal meat, but rather plants, bird eggs, edible insects, shellfish, or, infrequently, the meat of animals who died of natural causes. Furthermore, women were typically the ones who gathered this food, and if they had small dependent children to care for, they would carry them in a sling while foraging. This research has supported notions that group cooperative efforts were more likely in these early years:


No one suggests that prehistoric bands existed in utopian harmony, [but] the overwhelming need to pool and share resources [necessitated social interactions and] in the absence of money and nonperishable wealth, the main currency in nomadic foraging societies would have been favors given and owed. Sharing beyond the immediate family or local group was a rudimentary form of banking. (p. 39)


The agricultural revolution, beginning 10,000 years ago, led to a shift from nomadic societies to settlements. As families slowly built farms, they began to recognize a need to secure ownership of their land. This led to the formation of a legal contract, that is, marriage, so that paternity to one man could be established and communities could ensure a biological lineage for their property. The first recorded marriage between a man and a woman took place in 2350 bc in Mesopotamia.

In medieval times, between ad 500 and 1500, religion became a central part of society, and marriage expanded beyond a purely pragmatic enterprise to one that valued spirituality which included romantic love. Interestingly, when the Catholic Church identified marriage as a sacrament of God, men were directed to treat their wives respectfully and fairly, and mutual consent between partners was required for marriage. Both husbands and wives could demand sex, and even women could ask for an annulment if they claimed their husbands were impotent. Adultery was considered unacceptable for both spouses and could be severely punished. Although marriage became associated with love, the need to preserve religious power and family lineage, and to build social networks still dictated marriages, and young people were assigned to their marital partners. Women faced greater restriction than men and they remained subordinate.

Between the sixteenth and mid-nineteenth centuries, the economy shifted from localized farming to a national market economy and this had implications worldwide, particularly in the West. In the United States, by the nineteenth century, the market economy left local farmers with less power because they lost access to the inheritance of agricultural land. The younger generation discovered that they no longer required their parents’ permission to marry and romantic yearnings could play a greater role in determining marital coupling (Apostolou, 2007).

The traditional view of marriage as between one man and one woman who cohabit and are monogamous has dominated our understanding of marriage in modern times; however, alternative forms of marriage have existed since early times. In fact, for most of human history, the vast majority of humans lived in polygamous societies, either characterized by one man having several wives, polygyny, or, less commonly, one woman having several husbands, polyandry. In biblical times, polygyny was commonplace: “Noah’s father, Lamech, and his two wives are the first polygamists mentioned in the Old Testament” and Abraham, Abraham’s grandson, Jacob, King David, and King Solomon, all had multiple wives, with King Solomon, reportedly, having 700 wives (https://ifstudies.org/blog/our-unequal-polygamous-past). The best-known areas in which polyandry was studied and continues to be practiced into the twenty-first century are in Nepal, Tibet, parts of China, Northern India, and in the South Pacific. In these societies fraternal polyandry is the norm, that is, when two or more brothers are married to the same wife with the wife having equal sexual access to them both (https://britannica.com/topic/polyandry-marriage). The third type of polygamy is group marriage, also known as polygynandry—when several husbands are married to several wives—but this is rarely practiced (Zeitzen, 2020).

Another nontraditional form of marriage which dates back to ancient times is same-sex marriage. This practice dates back to Roman times when the Emperor Nero was known to have married twice, both times to men, between ad 54 and 68. It was not until the year ad 342 that the Romans outlawed homosexual unions (Bullough, 1979). Even though not legally sanctioned, same-sex marriage has existed in many other countries for a long time: Spain (1061), China (1368–1644), the Philippines (1590), and England (1834). Furthermore, same-sex marriages between women existed, such as in the southern Chinese province of Guangdong during the Ming Dynasty when females would bind themselves in contracts to younger females in elaborate ceremonies (Hinsch, 1990).

The legalization of same-sex marriage occurred for the first time in 1989 when Denmark recognized same-sex marriage, albeit excluding the right to adoption. The first laws allowing same-sex partners to marry and to adopt occurred in 2001 in the Netherlands. This paved the way for other countries across the globe to legalize marriage and adoption. On June 26, 2015, the US Supreme Court struck down all state bans on same-sex marriage and legalized it in all fifty states in the case, Obergefell v. Hodges (2015) (https://web.archive.org/web/20160610201120/ and https://supremecourt.gov/opinions/14pdf/14-556_3204.pdf).

The pattern of married couples who do not cohabit has existed for centuries, dating back to the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries with the Nayars of southern India (Brown et al., 2020). Men and women did not live together after marriage because the husbands, who were not part of the matrilineage, were not considered relatives. Women lived their entire lives in extended family homes with their mothers and siblings, with the male siblings in the household assuming the role of father. The biological fathers of the children had a limited role in their lives because they were busy raising their own sisters’ children. Marriages were fluid and men and women could have more than one spouse, but the children always remained with their mothers. Similarly, for the Mosuo of southwest China, an adult woman lives with her mother and siblings, and when she wants to have children, she has sexual relationships with multiple men during the same night. These men have no obligations to their children, and the children are raised exclusively by the woman and her family. Interestingly, the Mosuo have never had any practice that could be considered marriage (Booth, 2017).

Today, there is a growing trend toward non-cohabitation in the West with an increase in people either bypassing marriage altogether and building a family outside wedlock or opting for single parenthood. Perhaps the high rate of divorce, the availability of assisted reproductive technology, economic variables, or the impact of the women’s movement since the 1970s propelled people to choose not to marry. It is worth noting that other cultures have been operating in this fashion for centuries.


Psychoanalytic perspectives on marriage

While Freud did not write a paper specifically devoted to marriage, a number of observations regarding this relationship are scattered throughout his body of work. Below is, admittedly, an incomplete but hopefully representative sample of Freud’s observations:

•1883: In a note to his fiancée, Martha Bernays, Freud revealed his awareness of the complicated and risky psychological landscape inherent in marriage. He reminded her that their ideal happiness could not persist very long because “dangerous rivals soon appear: household and nursery” (cited in Fichtner et al., 2015, p. 122).

•1895d: Freud talked of marriage, noting that “the thought of sacrifices it involved” (p. 142) has to be overcome for satisfactory entry into such a relationship.

•1908d: “Every man whose libido, as a result of masturbatory or perverse sexual practices, has become habituated to situations and conditions of satisfaction which are not normal, develops diminished potency in marriage. Women too, who have been able to preserve their virginity with the help of similar measures, show themselves to be anesthetic to normal intercourse in marriage. A marriage began with reduced capacity to love succumbs to the process of dissolution even more quickly than others” (p. 201).

•1911: “People are in a habit of saying that marriage is a game of chance” and thus the dream of winning a lottery can often be understood “as a symbolic reference to marriage” (1957a, p. 186).

•1912d: Bemoaning diminution of sexual excitement in marriage, Freud declared that “the psychical value of erotic needs is reduced as soon as their satisfaction becomes easy” (p. 187).

•1918a: Displaying somewhat greater optimism, he noted that “as a rule, second marriages turn out much better” (p. 234).

•1933a: “An alteration in a woman’s nature, for which lovers are unprepared, may occur in a marriage after the first child is born. Under the influence of a woman’s becoming a mother herself, an identification with her own mother may be revived against which she had striven up till that time of her marriage, and this may attract all the available libido to itself, so that the compulsion to repeat reproduces an unhappy marriage between her parents” (p. 133).


Freud’s early followers also showed a proclivity to focus upon sexuality in marriage, also from a largely phallocentric basis. Abraham (1913) described individuals who, in order to distance themselves from unresolved incestuous longings, were compelled to have sex and marry out of their race, ethnicity, or religion. He conceded, however, that such “neurotic exogamy” (p. 48) could also arise out of rage at one’s family of origin. Ferenczi (1925) declared that


Psychoanalysis has taught us that owing to the equation of wife and mother, Oedipus anxiety is usually the source of disinclination for marital intercourse. Paradoxically enough, marital fidelity makes greater demands on potency than the most lurid polygamous existence. That so many love-marriages end unhappily is to be attributed to a diminution in tenderness resulting from overstressed gratification; both partners find their dreams shattered, whilst the husband even comes to regard himself as caught in the toils and doomed to lifelong sexual slavery. (p. 275)


The subsequent contribution of Flügel (1935) was roughly along the same lines. He set out to create a template for considering modern marriage, exploring questions such as why do people marry, how do people choose partners, and why is monogamy and faithfulness so difficult? However, his considerations revealed the strong biases of his time, with chauvinistic theories that perverted an understanding of the differences between men and women. Despite these limitations, his work was ahead of its time in recognizing that “[I]n a successful love marriage we have to fuse together [feelings of tenderness and sexual joy] that have been sundered” (p. 178) by the psychic challenge of removing the taboo of incest. He pointed out that by granting permission to enjoy the prohibited desires of childhood via an adult love relationship, the institution of marriage offered the possibility of freedom by lifting the universally prevalent taboo against sex. Moreover, he rightly pointed out that a societal rule cannot touch the “internal difficulties due to incomplete removal of the taboo” in the psyche, and that it may actually increase these conflicts because of the unconscious pull to choose a “partner in marriage [who] tends often to have some unconscious link with a beloved parent” (p. 178).

Unlike these instinctually preoccupied and sexually suffused perspectives on marriage, Klein (1937) focused primarily on the way “a happy love relationship” in adulthood offers a reparative opportunity to diminish early childhood conflicts (p. 313). In fact, she concluded that “[I]t seems a paradoxical fact that … fulfillment of many infantile wishes is possible only when the individual has grown up” (p. 316). Klein believed that a marriage provided a possible arena in which the remaining vestiges of childhood guilt and fear related to early sadistic fantasies toward both parents could be relieved. “Sexual gratification affords not only pleasure, but reassurance and support against the fears and feelings of guilt which were the result of … early sadistic wishes” (p. 314). For the woman, the unconscious vestiges of early hatred and jealousy aimed at the mother who was a rival for her father’s love, together with early aggressive fantasies toward her father’s penis for denying her the gratification it provided to her mother, could be worked through in a healthy adult relationship with a man. Klein believed that the adult woman’s leftover unconscious images of a dangerous and evil penis—created to support sadistic wishes to deprive the mother of gratification—could be diminished because of the reparative functions inherent in a healthy adult love relationship. For the adult male, Klein believed that his earliest sadistic fantasies about his father’s genitals—born of his jealousy and hatred of his father as a rival for his mother’s love—together with his fear that his own penis was destructive—born of fantasies of injuring his mother for depriving him—could be undone in the context of a happy and sexually gratifying adult relationship with a woman. In other words, Klein believed that when the sadistic impulses from childhood are present in manageable quantity in adulthood—assuming the early childhood conflicts could be resolved sufficiently with the parents—the adult sexual relationship offers room for further reparative work. Here, the man has an opportunity to prove that his penis is good, and that his earliest reparative wishes have been fulfilled. It also increases “his sexual pleasure and his love and tenderness for the woman [and] it leads to feelings of gratitude and security” (p. 315). For both the man and the woman, Klein believed that a reparative sexual experience allows them to feel “fully grown up” and equal to their parent of the same sex. Also the adult sexual relationship allows each the chance to release childhood guilt “because a situation phantasied in childhood has now become real in a permissible way, and in a way which proves that the injuries of various kinds, which phantasy were connected with this situation, have not actually been inflicted” (p. 317).

Bergler (1949) also contributed to the analytic literature on marriage and its discontents in the early twentieth century. His work is remarkable in its application of Freud’s earliest ideas about the unconscious mind. Bergler wrote about the futility of divorce for neurotics. In his most comprehensive work, Conflict in Marriage, he presented a model of how the unconscious infantile roots propel neurotics’ marital choice and beyond, leading them into a never-ending pattern of painful relationships. He applied Freud’s (1924c) ideas in “The economic problem of masochism” to marriage, and argued that individuals act out repressed infantile grievances in neurotic marriages. He differentiated between neurotic and healthy marriages, and used clinical material to demonstrate that without the capacity for “mutual adjustments” (p. xix), marriages become a harbor for repetitive dances of early deprivations that each partner seeks to repair in their marriage. He used clinical material to argue that only through deep analytic work can a neurotic patient recover sufficiently to engage in a satisfying adult marital relationship.

Lidz was another influential psychoanalyst who made observations on marriage during the mid-twentieth century. He first became interested in patterns of marriage while studying schizophrenic families (Lidz et al., 1956). In that context, he described two pathological styles of relatedness, namely “marital schism”—where constant bickering prevails and no transaction can be smoothly carried out, and “marital skew”—where the dominant partner’s psychology prevails as the unquestioned norm in the family. At this point in time, Lidz’s interest was in the “psychotogenic” impact of such marital derailments upon the child’s psychological development. It was a decade later that he turned his attention to marital issues at large in a notably comprehensive manner that deftly synthesized sociology, anthropology, and psychoanalysis. In his groundbreaking and comprehensive book, The Person, Lidz (1968) focused on the tasks of marital choice and marital adjustment. He emphasized the role of personality, family of origin dynamics, and the capacity to tolerate the psychological loss of separating from primary love objects and the discomfort of waiting, inherent in forming new love relationships. His remarks about sexuality were thorough and he provided great detail about sexual functioning, something that had been largely neglected in the analytic literature that preceded him. This was likely due to the influence of the research of Masters and Johnson (1966), which coincided in time with his own research. While he acknowledged the importance of sexual compatibility and sexual gratification in discussing marital choice, he argued that “it is scarcely considered a primary function of marriage … [since premarital sex is more common today, and since] the desire to propagate … arises in both sexes through the desire for a sense of completion through parenthood” (p. 439). His discussion of the phases of life that follow early adjustment to marriage was significantly less elaborate than that of the early phase of marriage. He covered the topics of parenthood, the middle years (when individuals reach “maturity” in their early thirties), and finally, old age (from sixty-five until death) in a more cursory manner than the earlier stages of marriages. For example, in considering parenthood, he mentioned the importance of a secure marriage for building a family, remarking briefly on some of the other predictable strains that visit the couple during this stage of life.

In the late 1970s notions from object relations theory began to be applied to an understanding of marriage. In elucidating the determinants for marital satisfaction and sustainability, Kernberg (1980) identified three dimensions of a couple’s love relationship that are necessary for a long-term marriage: (i) a deep erotic (and heterosexual) experience that stems from integrating bisexual impulses; (ii) mature object relations that presume that pregenital strivings and conflicts are transformed into tenderness, concern, and gratitude, and (iii) superego integration and maturation that serves to transform primitive prohibitions and guilt feelings over aggression into a more mature concern for the object. Later, Kernberg (1995) more succinctly described the three essential ingredients for a sustained marriage: (i) passion, (ii) a deep commitment to the relationship, and (iii) shared values. Chasseguet-Smirgel (1976, 1985) elaborated on Kernberg’s last point, noting that the ego ideal plays a supportive role in the emergence and consolidation of a couple’s love since the partners often amalgamate their value systems.

Scharff (1982) examined the sexual relationship in marriage across the lifespan. He expanded and clarified Freud’s ideas from an object relations perspective noting that “[I]t is possible to look at marital choice … as proceeding on a continuum in which some partners rely more heavily on … the need seeking aspects [anaclitic or attachment], while others rely more on narcissistic identifications, conscious and unconscious” (p. 110). He emphasized the importance of managing one’s defenses against one’s own love or aggression in the early stages of sexual bonding so that the negative or anti-libidinal aspects of the bond are kept out of awareness. Interestingly, he recognized that these defenses have the potential to be reactivated and unleashed throughout the lifespan of a marriage. Specifically, he suggested that defenses against love can threaten a sexual relationship across time because they tend to resurface when the established couple experiences milestone events. Some of these events include the birth of children, their children’s developmental milestones such as puberty and their children leaving home, and the natural physical challenges that influence sexual functioning in old age. His work also addressed sexuality in marriage from an analytic perspective.

The relational school of analysis offered ideas about marital satisfaction and it took up the question of the sustainability of romance in marriage. Wilkinson and Gabbard (1995) explored the challenges of sustaining romance, relying heavily on the work of Klein (1946) and Ogden (1986, 1989). They ventured to map out a model that integrated intrapsychic and interpersonal space, both between lovers, and by extension, between the analyst and analysand. Mitchell (2002) described the key components for having a lasting romantic relationship and concluded that “the habituation that … usually dulls romantic love is not intrinsic to the nature of love itself but is a protective degradation, a defense against the vulnerability inherent in romantic love … [and] a consequence of love’s developmental history” (p. 45). In his earlier work, Mitchell (1997) had also considered the durability of romantic love and offered a model synthesizing Freud’s ideas—which he recognized as valuable but ultimately rejected as limited—with the work of object relations theorists and attachment theorists, who had already repaired the theoretical split between desire and tenderness. He shifted the focus to preoedipal dynamics, away from oedipal theorizing: “[A]uthentic romance, in contrast to its degraded forms, is not split off from a longing for security and predictability but is in a continual dialectical relationship with it” (p. 40). Citing Fromm (1947), Mitchell argued that human beings must wrestle with the tension between wanting to feel grounded and oriented, and a pull to break out of established patterns and boundaries in order to be inspired and awed in life. He argued that romance need not diminish in long-term relationships if people can embrace the unknown parts of their partner, and allow themselves to embrace the “danger of allowing oneself episodic, passionate idealization in a relationship that one depends on for security and predictability” (p. 38). Placing emphasis on the experience of transcendence in romance, and arguing against Freud’s reductionistic view of a universal incestuous fixation on the mother, Mitchell argued that the need for safety and the wish for passion persist beyond childhood and are problems throughout life that must be addressed consciously: “Reconciling safety and passion is not only a childhood quandary, but an adult struggle as well, a problem not only for boys and girls, but also for men and women” (p. 27).

Considerations regarding loss as an inevitable task across the span of a marriage gained clarity only in the later part of the twentieth century, when writers filled in the gaps regarding the unconscious aspects of the predictable conflicts across the lifespan, outlined originally by Erikson (1959), albeit without consideration of the dynamic roots. While Loewald (1962) addressed the idea that internalized relationships influence the experience of long-term partnerships, he did not specifically consider the unique aspects of this in marriage. He left this work to later theorists such as Colarusso and Nemiroff (1979) and Colarusso (1990) who emphasized the internalized processes along with the environmental catalysts that promote psychic growth in adulthood, particularly in terms of cultivating a long-term love relationship. Akhtar (2022) summarized this body of work noting that


[T]he work of these psychoanalysts set the ground for recognizing and accepting that (i) psychic growth is a life-long process, (ii) the post-adolescent period can be divided into three phases, namely, young adulthood, mid-life, and old age, and (iii) each of these phases presents its own challenges and demands an admixture of “autoplastic” and “alloplastic” adaptations to them. (pp. 61–62)


Two particular stages of married life, (i) early on in marriage (when each partner has the dual task of letting go of parental ties to make room for the relationship with one’s spouse, and establishing new ties with one’s in-laws), and (ii) late in marriage (when the inevitable loss of a spouse presents itself) are also of psychoanalytic interest. These lifespan passages were illuminated by the work of the adult developmental theorists (Akhtar, 2022; Cath, 1965, 1966, 1997; Colarusso & Nemiroff, 1979; Colarusso, 1981, 1990, 1997; Lidz, 1968; D. Quinodoz, 2009, 2010; J.-M. Quinodoz, 2010). In their work, they applied the principles of childhood separation-individuation (Mahler et al., 1975) to the adult psychological experience of loss in marriage.

Regarding the early tasks in a marriage, Akhtar (2022) emphasized that both partners need to distance themselves from their respective parents and turn to their spouse for advice. This can serve as a buffer against painful feelings related to letting go. Akhtar noted that while young spouses might be inexperienced and unable to offer the wisdom of their respective parents, they need to muster sufficient maturity to take this leap. This transitional period allows each partner to build role-related identifications with their parents, and also to experience a change in their identity through a kind of merger with their spouse. Akhtar and Billinkoff (2011) described this process:


Commitment … leads to incorporation of new internal objects, which, in turn, has a transformative impact upon one’s identity …. However, through a gradual mourning process, in the setting of a loving relationship, the changed identity becomes not only bearable but, in the end, a source of pleasure. (p. 117)


Furthermore, Akhtar (2022) identified another relational matrix that presents itself early in a marriage that is essential for the marriage to develop, namely, the evolution of an emotional bond—either positive or negative—with the in-laws.


It involves (i) internal comparison of spouse’s parents with one’s own parents, (ii) rivalry for attention from spouse who has an inevitable internal and external dialogue of greater force and continuity with one’s in-laws, (iii) regressive longings (and defenses against them) for parental love from in-laws and the attendant rivalry with the spouse for their attention, and (iv) competitive strivings (with all their sublime and overt hostile dimensions) with the parent-in-law of the same sex in a modified enactment of the oedipal scenario. Additional complications can arise from the involvement of brothers- and sisters-in-law. Interacting with them can bring forth unresolved issues of sibling rivalry, sibling envy, and even sibling hunger. Depending upon the actual configuration of siblings in the two families (e.g., one having only brothers, the other having only sisters), the outcome can be highly varied. (p. 73)


The loss of a spouse at the end of a long marriage ushers in what might be the most difficult and painful psychological task of marriage. In old age, when the fateful blow of losing a spouse occurs, the task of coping with this profound loss is faced (Coutts, 2014; Livingston, 2017; Notman, 2014). Lidz (1968) pointed out that a dual challenge awaits the bereaved spouse: (i) to go on living without someone who had become integral to life, and (ii) to learn to depend upon new sources of support. Another conclusion that emerges from his and Akhtar’s (2022) subsequent musings on this topic is that women tend to handle such loss better than men. This might be because they start undergoing a psychic “rehearsal for widowhood” (ibid.) in their seventies in anticipation of the demographically expected death of men before women. It could also be due to their lifelong familiarity with the ebb and flow of loss related to menses, pregnancy and birth, and later in life, menopause. Lastly, it could be due to their far deeper assimilation of maternal identifications, including the “holding” function of the mother (Winnicott, 1960). Whatever the case may be, it suffices to say that this time in life calls on the surviving spouse to harness all their ego strength to tolerate the mourning process and recover enough to move forward to live out their remaining years.


Bi-directional flexibility and the tripod of bodily relatedness, negotiating interpersonal space, and the capacity for tolerating change

In their best-selling book, The Good Marriage, Wallerstein and Blakeslee (1996) wrote that


a good marriage is “transformative”: [people] … come to adulthood unfinished, and over the course of a marriage they change each other profoundly. Living together over a long time brings about inner change, not just conscious accommodation. … [a] good marriage is always being reshaped so that the couple can stay in step with each other and satisfy their changing needs and wishes. (p. 334)


Ongoing transformation thus appears central to the sustainment of a satisfying marital relationship across the lifespan. This proposal dovetails nicely with my concept of “bi-directional flexibility” which refers to the human capacity to use both mental and physical processes interactively to achieve an equilibrium within oneself, and for balancing the needs of the self with the needs of the other. Bi-directional flexibility can serve as a conceptual thread that weaves together various overlapping areas of marital functioning including sexuality and the body, psychological maturity and negotiating shared space, and the capacity to tolerate change—both losses and gains—all of which contribute to marital satisfaction and sustainability over time.

Through a synthesis of the existing psychoanalytic literature, clinical experience, and a consideration of the sociological patterns in today’s Western world, I have identified three experiential domains of marriage that rely on bi-directional flexibility for a healthy outcome: (i) bodily relatedness; (ii) negotiating interpersonal space—both closeness and distance; and, (iii) the psychic capacity to tolerate change, related to mourning the necessary losses of living and celebrating the resultant gains. All three of these categories are relevant to all phases of marriage including in young adulthood (twenty to forty years), in middle adulthood (forty to sixty years) and in old age (sixty and beyond). Moreover, the proposed model applies to different marital constellations including heterosexual and same-sex marriage, interracial and intercultural marriage, married people who do not cohabit, and unmarried people who do cohabit and build a family unit, with or without children.


Bodily relatedness

The experience of sharing sexual experiences typically begins before marriage—during courtship—and it extends into very old age. Building an enduring and sexually satisfying relationship across the lifespan requires the presence of mature object relations and stable ego functions that can mediate bodily changes and tensions, intrapsychic conflict, interpersonal conflict, and can help manage the disruptions of environmental demands that arise during each stage of adult life. Fenichel (1945) hinted at mutuality in sexual relations when he argued that one can speak of love only when consideration of the object goes so far that one’s satisfaction is not possible without satisfying the object too. Balint (1948) considered the notion of elasticity in sexual relations, which is related to bi-directional flexibility. He discussed the essence of a sexual relationship:
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