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Description


 




‘A masterwork.’


THE INDEPENDENT





‘Too juicy to ignore.’


THE TIMES





‘The grown-up way to love.’


SUNDAY TIMES





‘The recipe for happiness?’


TELEGRAPH





‘How we manage love and relationships.’


OBSERVER





‘Can having an affair save your marriage?’


Bel Mooney, DAILY MAIL






Is the internet changing the relationship between the sexes? While eighty per cent of those interviewed in polls say that affairs are wrong, for example, the percentage who admit to having had an affair has doubled every ten years to 2010. Looking at the latest data, social scientist Catherine Hakim traces new faultlines between men and women and how they are shifting in our increasingly sexualized culture in this landmark study of modern love and marriage.






Dr Catherine Hakim is a social scientist who has written extensively on women's issues, female employment, sex discrimination, social and family policy, social statistics and research design. She is a Professorial Research Fellow at Civitas and lives in West London.










Preamble


 




Facebook, other social networking sites, internet dating websites – they have all changed the way we look at people, profiles, relationships. Websites for married dating are one element in the wider trend. If the birth-control pill made pre-marital sex among young people a lot easier, the internet facilitates sexual relations among older and married people.


I expected people on these websites to be more French in their attitudes, more Mediterranean, or at least European. And so it proved. As more people travel abroad on holiday or for business, English people are adopting more cosmopolitan lifestyles. There is a learning curve of course. Women are surprised by the freedom.


In the Anglo-Saxon world divorce is often the knee-jerk response to affairs, if discovered. This leads to serial monogamy. In France and many other Mediterranean countries, affairs are simply ignored: playfairs, these dalliances are too ephemeral and fugitive to count for much. Marriages are, as a consequence, longer-lasting in these countries.


I know too many people who got divorced, hastily, for all the wrong reasons. Typically, because one of them had a fling with someone they knew, or just a fling with a stranger on a business trip, and the other party bridles up in rage and walks out of the relationship. From the French perspective, this is insane. You choose your spouse for lots of good reasons, and invest years in developing a life together. How can one small night cancel out such a huge mountain of good experiences?


I have known Michael and Suzanne ever since we were all at university together. He is tall, dark and handsome, and immensely successful in the City. She is vivacious, attractive, warm, and has a good academic job. One day, she turns up in tears, enraged at coming across evidence that suggests her husband might be having an affair with someone he met in one of the cities where he stayed regularly on business trips. She wants to throw him out, get a divorce, her life is in ruins. After she has calmed down, I suggest the best way of dealing with it is simply to let it go. Affairs blow over, never last long, it will end of its own accord, I say. Again she is enraged. ‘How can you make light of something so serious?’ ‘But how can you throw away a good marriage just when you have had a new baby?’, I counter. Eventually, a bigger picture emerges. Suzanne pretty well lost interest in Michael after the baby was born. Her baby was so beautiful, smiling, calm and easy, perfect in every way. He was a loving child, and she basked in the unconditional adoration of an infant who knows only its mother. The baby was soft, sensual, tactile, even erotic. She had fallen in love in an entirely new way. She needed no-one else, and was lucky enough to have a full year’s maternity leave to fully enjoy the new relationship. Suzanne began to see that she had unwittingly played a part in Michael’s dalliance. ‘Be nice to him, instead of nasty’, I suggested. ‘Let him share the baby with you. He will fall in love with it too, if you allow him in. He needs to feel welcome when he comes home, not an intruder on a private love affair.’ Reluctantly, Suzanne agreed to try my strategy, and to ignore the evidence of his affair, which was equivocal anyway. To her surprise, Michael responded with visible delight, overjoyed at being offered his place, a role as father and husband again.


All went well for some years. Then Michael invited me to lunch at a swanky City restaurant. After chatting about nothing in particular for a while, he said he knew Suzanne was having an affair with a student, a boy of 21, a child, a nobody. The insult was intolerable. He would leave her, despite the adorable son and daughter. He was not wanted at home anyway, he now realised. It was only his money that mattered. ‘Don’t be silly’, I said, ‘she is not serious about the boy. She believes you had an affair with someone much younger years ago, and this is her tit-for-tat affair. Suzanne needs to prove to herself that she can do it just as well as you could, that she too is attractive and desirable. It is a way of rebalancing things psychologically, because she feels so dependent on you. She will soon get bored with the boy, in fact this has already started. The way to deal with it is to let it go.’ ‘How can you trivialise her infidelity’, Michael insisted, ‘after all I have done for my family’. ‘That is the point’, I respond. ‘You are the rock on which the family rests. Suzanne knows this, which was why she was so distraught when she knew you were having an affair.’ And so he calmed down, they stayed together, and are very happy they did so. Years later they do not really recall those emotionally turbulent times.


In contrast, my friend Amanda was determined to divorce her husband when he came home one day and confessed to a fling with a beautiful girl within their circle of friends. They were both young at the time, had no children, and she felt she wanted to start again with someone she could trust. The insult was too great to bear. She had married her first ever boyfriend and childhood sweetheart, so they had been together for ten years and not just the two years of marriage. Hours of persuasion, to think again, to not throw everything away for a one-off incident, had no effect. The divorce was speedy and uncontested. Amanda moved to another city, made a fresh start, dated loads of men, but has never remarried, and never had the children she so desperately wanted. She is attractive, well-dressed, intelligent, and professionally successful. But somehow she never shook off her bitterness over the infidelity, became far more cautious of men, developed a rigid and unbending self-righteousness that could be discouraging even for friends. She was unable to forgive and forget, which is crucial in sustaining any long-term relationship. Needless to say, her husband remarried within a few years, had a big family, and is very happy.


From my French perspective, Amanda’s response to a single incident seems worse than excessive. Using a sledgehammer to crack a nut destroyed everything. The unforgiving Puritan Anglo-Saxon response to affairs results in a much higher incidence of divorce, with all the misery and trauma that entails – for partners and for any children. Men find it much easier to remarry than women, especially if the wife retains responsibility for any children. I know lots of attractive divorced women who never remarried, as they assumed they would. The French perspective on affairs is more philosophical, more tolerant. They are not actively recommended, but they are not prohibited either. They are accepted as something that may happen in a long-term marriage, precisely because it is a long-term relationship, with patches of boredom or friction. As Suzanne’s story shows, there is usually something that prompts an affair, even if it is not immediately obvious to outsiders, and is not necessarily a sign of problems in the relationship.


I am not sure where I picked up the relaxed French approach to affairs. Maybe from reading too many novels by Colette. Certainly not from my French education. We were taught to admire Napoleon as the first true European. But the teachers had nothing to say about love, sex, marriage or affairs. But we became aware of the ubiquity of official mistresses as well as official wives in the French courts. Madame de Pompadour was the favourite, as she seemed so lively - and she had fabulous dresses! Mistresses and lovers were obviously a luxury, one of life’s greatest pleasures, but maybe a necessity for kings and princes whose daily lives were controlled by protocol, formality and obligations. I have always been baffled by the sour and rigid English view of affairs. An existentialist, hedonistic, laissez-faire attitude seems to work better, in practice. None of us are perfect, so there is little point in demanding perfection from others. Another way of looking at such problems comes from an odd source. The message in the Ministry of War propaganda poster from the Second World War (that can still be bought from the Victoria and Albert Museum in London) is Keep calm and carry on – on a blood red background.










1 Introduction


 




Hello again! I was on this website three years ago, and met a wonderful lady, with many happy times together. Sadly, she is off to Australia now, so I am back again. I thought I would get her to write me a reference, so here she is: ‘This is a crazy thing to do! But John is a lovely man, and I am off to Melbourne with my family, so I hope he meets someone who will take good care of him! John is kind and cuddly, funny and warm, considerate and sensitive – and he is very sexy too! We had great times together over the last three years. If he were to come to Melbourne, I would be tempted to lock him up and throw away the key! But he stays in England, so I hope he gets lucky again, and meets someone nice!’ If that persuades you I am worth trying, write to GreatGuy.






A successful affair while married is one that makes both parties happier than they would otherwise be, but has no negative consequences for the two families, and does not of itself prompt any divorces – as illustrated by the experience of GreatGuy. It requires some skill and savoire faire.


Romantic affairs break the rules, yet have their own conventions. They are full of surprises, yet follow predictable paths. They occur throughout history and are found in all cultures (and apparently occur also among some birds and animals), but each culture provides a distinctive frame and style for affairs. Affairs and their consequences provide the central plots of countless novels. The sexual passions and dreams they provoke inspire poems and erotic paintings across the centuries. Despite the guidance of the Kama Sutra, and the unique testimony of the Taj Mahal, marital love and passion only rarely provide an equally rich source of the exalted feelings, transports of delight and misery that we commonly associate with the ideas of love and romance. Affairs are about excitement, being alive, seduction, flirtation, love, affection, sexual bliss, lust, caution, eroticism, fantasy, recreation, games, imagination, role-playing, risk, danger, adventure, exploration, reinventing yourself, re-discovering the world, friendship, tea and sympathy, the expression of individuality, and the determined refusal to grow older gracefully.


However this perspective – based on the experience of those who have affairs – is typically French and uncommon in Puritan cultures. In puritanical Anglo-Saxon countries, such as the United States and Britain, affairs are typically classified as taboo, illicit, and wrong. This puritanical classification is not universal. On the contrary, many cultures regard affairs (including casual sexual ‘flings’) as an exciting luxury, wonderful if you can afford them, in time and money, and have the seduction skills to initiate them. The kept mistress, the concubine, is an indicator of wealth and status, not something to be ashamed of, even if good manners require a degree of discretion. The alternatives are serial monogamy, as practiced in Java and North America, or polygamy, as practiced in parts of Africa and some Moslem societies, or frequenting brothels, prostitutes and courtesans in all their guises across the globe, including modern call girls and escort girls, and the male equivalents.


In the upper classes and aristocracy, marriages were generally arranged with close regard to property, finances, and social status, while the mistress and lover were chosen on other grounds. For kings, whose wives were chosen for political reasons from other countries, and who might well be younger or older, the official mistress was the chosen consort and confidante, usually from his own country and class, someone with whom he could relax and be a private person, separate from the public, role-playing job of monarch. The mistresses of the French kings often became famous national figures in their own right, patrons of the arts and culture, sometimes politically involved and influential, in much the same way as queens – as illustrated most famously by Madame de Pompadour. As is often remarked, the British admire ruling queens, whereas in France they celebrate the royal mistresses, who were French.


Affairs (like sex itself) get a negative press in Anglo-Saxon countries, where they are discussed in pejorative terms such as ‘infidelity’, ‘adultery’, ‘cheating’, and ‘dishonesty’. It is an approach to relationships that turns marriage into a prison, by insisting that marriage entails absolute sexual fidelity. One consequence is high divorce rates, and serial monogamy across life. For over three decades, about half of all first marriages in the USA have ended in divorce.1 Britain follows closely, with one-third of first marriages ending in divorce.


In the southern European view, marriage is a more flexible relationship – it is essentially about children, property and inheritance, so marriage is for life, pretty much; but where necessary both spouses find friends and lovers outside the marriage. It is divorce that is frowned on, and much less common. French and Italian marriages end in divorce less often than almost anywhere else in the Western world.2 There is no assumption that spouses must fulfil all of each other’s needs, all of the time, exclusively. Affairs and petites aventures outside marriage may be agreed, ignored or exceptional, but are generally conducted with great discretion, with consideration for the dignity of the spouse who must never be embarrassed in any way. In the hedonistic or libertine perspective, affairs are tolerated, with everyone turning a blind eye to them, so long as they are properly discreet. The French President Mitterand had a long-standing relationship with Anne Pingeot, a mistress who was effectively a second wife, and who brought up their daughter outside the glare of his formal Presidential duties. The French press only commented openly on the relationship after Mitterand ceased to be President, and after his death. A key factor is that French law, and the media, draw a sharp distinction between public and private lives.3


These contrasting perspectives are displayed in responses to recent national interview surveys. Extramarital affairs are pretty universally condemned as wrong by over 90% of Americans and over 80% of the British, consistently in all social groups, with the proportion slowly rising over time.4 Even among the tolerant Dutch, public opinion also swung against affairs between 1970 and 1997, almost certainly due to fears about AIDS.5 In Britain and the USA, around four in five men and women insist that sexual affairs harm a marriage. At the same time two in three British people reject the idea that sex is the most important part of any marriage or relationship, and two in five hold inconsistent views on the subject of sexual fidelity. In other words, around two in five men and women in Britain have vacillating or inconsistent views, and one in five men and women tolerate affairs.


Southern European attitudes are significantly more permissive. Less than half of Italians, two in five, regard affairs as unacceptable (although people are a bit more disapproving for wives than for husbands). Most Italians, men and women, explain and excuse affairs in various ways, seeing them as something that can happen to everyone, sooner or later, a private choice which has to be respected, perhaps not a good idea but unfortunately inevitable. A tiny minority of one in 25 (4%) even regard them as beneficial and desirable. The most highly educated, and younger people, are most tolerant of affairs. This permissive culture helps explain why affairs are not unusual in Italy: one in four men and one in eight women admit to one or more, with graduates and older people most likely to have indulged at some point. For women, the most common reasons given are falling in love, their partner’s lack of affection towards them, a general dissatisfaction with life, or a tit-for-tat revenge affair. Italian men typically seek affairs to escape routine, for novelty, variety, change, excitement, the risk involved, and because they are not sexually satisfied at home; but one in five also fall in love.6


In Spain, half of all men with a spouse or partner admit to being unfaithful, and so do one-quarter of wives. One in ten couples know they have both had affairs. It appears that husbands generally know when their partners have been unfaithful, whereas only a minority of wives are aware of their partner’s infidelity. One-quarter of Spaniards do not regard sexual fidelity as fundamentally important. Half point out that social conditions in modern society do not encourage fidelity, and few regard religion as the barrier it used to be. A four-fifths majority of Spaniards say the main prophylactic to infidelity is a good relationship with their partner, and for many it is only the fear of being found out that prevents them playing away from home. This laissez-faire attitude to sex is probably linked to greater openness about commercial sex in Spain. It is indicative that sex surveys ask about prostitution, whereas most countries are reluctant to address the topic. Over one in four of Spanish men have paid for sex at least once, or do so regularly, compared to only one in a hundred women. Around one in four regard people who sell sex as doing a job, just like any other.7 The prurient attitude that dominates British attitudes is absent in Spain.


The French have even more permissive views on affairs and casual flings, which are taken for granted as something that happen throughout life, if you are lucky.8 Surveys show that two in three of Frenchmen and half of French women believe that sexual attraction inevitably leads to intimacy; two-third of men and one-third of women agree that sex and love are separate; two-fifths of the French think love does not require complete sexual fidelity; and one-quarter even believe that transitory infidelities can strengthen love. So the French are five times more likely than the Italians to see flings and affairs as beneficial, overall. Perhaps most importantly, French people perceive their social environment as tolerant and permissive, so that they can rely on tacit (or even active) support for any affairs. Three in four of the French believe some or all of the close friends in whom they confide would favour extramarital flings and affairs: they would not seek to dissuade anyone. Surveys suggest that something like one-quarter of men and women are enjoying casual flings and affairs at any one time. Mossuz-Lavau’s account of sexual lifestyles in France automatically has a chapter on affairs, noting that alongside those (possibly the majority) who choose fidelity there is a substantial minority that take aventures and vagabondage for granted, as the following story illustrates.






Michel, a factory worker, explains how a chance event overturned his assumption of fidelity in marriage. One beautiful spring Sunday he and his family were out walking round the local fair, his wife and son in front, he and the child’s uncle behind. The uncle remarked to Michel that they were being followed by a pretty young woman with a child in a pushchair. After a while he concluded ruefully that she was following Michel, not himself. The family went into a bistro. Intrigued, Michel popped out to ask the girl with the pushchair if they knew each other from somewhere? No, she replied, but I would like to know you. She invited him to her home, close by. Give me half an hour, said Michel. He returned to the bistro, and soon found an excuse to absent himself for an hour or two. Leaving his family in the bistro, he found the girl’s home, and had an intense and passionate sexual encounter. So much so, that he was determined to see the girl again. But she had already lost interest in him, being excited by change and novelty, and refused to see him again.9






Despite the moral condemnation of affairs in Puritanical countries, affairs still happen, possibly just as often as elsewhere.10 Kinsey’s surveys in the USA found that half of all men and one-quarter of women had extra-marital sex at least once in their lives. A later review of the evidence concluded that about half of adults had some extramarital experience in the 1970s, rising to 65% in the 1980s. These high figures are reinforced by an American study showing that interviewing people in depth doubled admissions of affairs, from 30% to 60%.11 Surveys in Britain find one in fifty wives and one in twenty husbands of all ages admit having two or more sexual partners concurrently in the previous year. Of those with two or more sexual partners in the last five years, two-thirds of men and half of women have had a casual fling. Among people married for at least five years, one in ten men and one in twenty women admit having had an affair.12 In both the USA and Britain, and across all age groups from 18 to 60 years, one in fifty women (2%) and one in twenty men (5%) had an affair within the last year.13


The peak ages for affairs in the United States, Britain and Finland are 45 for women and 55 for men, although there appears to be a small subgroup of people who have affairs throughout their lives. In all countries and cultures, highly educated people, those in more prosperous social strata, high income groups, and people living in cities have the most permissive views about affairs, with experiences to match. All surveys find that men report affairs at least twice as often as women.14


The puritanical hang-ups that distort and constrain sexual attitudes in Anglo-Saxon cultures are absent in many countries of the Far East, such as Japan.15 Sex is regarded as a pleasure to be enjoyed fully, without guilt or shame, and courtship rituals are less fraught. Japanese pornography is consumed openly, by women as well as men, on the metro and in other public places. Traditionally in Japan reproductive and recreational sex were kept separate in the upper classes and aristocracy – marriages were arranged, but lovers could be chosen personally. Pillow books and diaries record the affairs conducted discreetly in princely courts and palaces around the country, and romantic liaisons were reflected in art and poetry traditions. Even today, it is conventional for politicians and wealthy men to have mistresses and enjoy the company of hostesses, geishas and courtesans. Hostess bars are perhaps better known than the equivalent bars offering toy boy companions for wealthy women, but both types exist. Here too, discretion and maintaining public face are of paramount importance, so that most Japanese publicly decry affairs, and deny that they ever happen. But the ‘love hotels’ of big cities and country spa inns are used by married people and their lovers as much as by courting single couples seeking privacy.


China has a very different sexual culture. Among men and women, sexual experience is limited almost exclusively to their spouse – just one partner. Reports of sexual activity tend to conform to social norms, discussion of alternative sexual positions is taboo, and divorce is traditionally abhorred. Yet even in this constrained and conformist sexual culture, affairs are accepted. Around half of all couples, in cities and in rural areas, regard affairs as understandable, especially when there is marital disharmony, or not meriting any interference. Around half of couples regard affairs as ‘not glorious’ or even reject them as ‘sinful’. About one in ten marriages are celibate in the broad sense of sexual intercourse having ceased completely (for one year or more) or being rare (less than 12 times a year). One in ten husbands and one in twenty wives admit to having had at least one affair. Prostitution is a crime in China, and was effectively eliminated, so this has only recently become an additional (risky) option for men. The high level of tolerance for affairs (around 50%) suggests that their incidence may be much higher than is indicated by only 5% of wives and 12% of husbands admitting to any affair.16


Finally there is the even more permissive sexual culture of the Nordic countries. Studies of sexual lifestyles by Elina Haavio-Mannila and others routinely discuss ‘parallel relationships’ rather than affairs.17 These include affairs between work colleagues lasting thirteen years as well as the more common pattern of flings during holidays and trips away, and lovers in other towns visited regularly on business trips. The underlying rules focus again on discretion, so that spouses are never embarrassed. But complicity and mutual tolerance between spouses and partners appear to be far more common than elsewhere in Europe, especially in the younger generations, to the point that someone who only has occasional sexual flings (during trips away, for example) is classified as fully monogamous. As early as the 1960s, one-quarter of Swedes thought occasional acts of infidelity should be overlooked by spouses, and one in ten thought affairs were acceptable, especially if they were concealed from the spouse. Almost half of Finnish men and almost one-third of Finnish women have had at least one significant parallel relationship (as well as any number of flings, which don’t appear to be counted as significant). In Sweden, the proportions are two in five for men and one in five for women. Figures are even higher for people in Estonia and St Petersburg in Russia. The usual comment is that after the pill, and other reliable forms of contraception, broke the link between sex and pregnancy, there is no longer any practical need for monogamy and exclusivity in the ‘contraceptive society’. Sexual fidelity becomes a personal choice rather than an imposition and an obligation. Many married people choose discreet parallel relationships instead. The advent of DNA testing reinforces the trend, as paternity can now be established where there is any doubt about who is the father of a child.


Globalisation now brings all these sexual cultures into closer view, so that we can no longer assume our own perspective is the only one going, that it is inevitable and ‘natural’. Sexual cultures vary across the world, and even within Europe. In multi-cultural and multi-ethnic societies, we all have to learn to be tolerant of other cultures and ways of living.






The unfair, asymmetric affair






One good reason for the negative image of the extra-marital affair is that it often involves a successful and prosperous married man enjoying a relationship ‘on the side’ with an unmarried woman, who is typically younger, attractive, and poorer. Even if there is no disparity between the lovers in age, wealth and social status, the mere fact of the man being married while she is not makes the relationship unbalanced, asymmetrical, potentially unfair. He enjoys the emotional security, social support and physical comforts of marriage, while she does not. Almost invariably, the young woman’s aim is to become his replacement wife, but the conventions of marriage and serial monogamy dictate that it is down to him to invite her to marry him and get divorced from his current wife. Such affairs often involve the young woman providing the venue for lovers’ trysts in her own home, thus encouraging her to fantasise about a permanent relationship, and to display her domestic skills in order to encourage her lover to see her as a competent replacement wife. Sometimes, the man ends up enjoying two parallel homes with two parallel partners, and in some cases the de facto bigamy continues for decades.


The asymmetric affair is open to the criticism of male exploitation of younger women,18 especially as the received wisdom is that men do not marry their mistresses, and those that do, thereby create a vacancy.19 In the past, the mistress would be never-married; today, she is more likely to be divorced or separated. The opposite arrangement, with an older, wealthy, married woman attracting a younger, attractive, poorer unmarried lover, has been rare in most societies. It seems to be on the rise, as indicated by the notion of ‘toy boy’ lovers for older women, as illustrated by Madonna’s long string of handsome younger lovers. These relationships seem to be just as tricky as those between married men and unmarried women, due to differences in wealth and status. Differences in age can matter because there are so many cultural and lifestyle differences between age groups. Occasionally, a ménage à trois works so smoothly that outsiders never notice it. The actress Tilda Swinton, star of Orlando, lives happily with her long-term partner, 68-year-old John Byrne, the father of her children, but is usually accompanied by her younger lover, 31-year-old artist Sandro Kopp, when she travels. Reportedly, all parties are happy with the arrangement. John Byrne has also had a younger lover for some time, 43-year-old Jeanine Davies, so it is perhaps a more balanced ‘open marriage’.


It is often forgotten that the glamorous mistresses of the French kings were generally married women. If they were single when they first caught the king’s eye, they would normally be married off to someone suitable fairly promptly. A royal mistress who was repudiated for any reason thus had a good home to go to; she was never totally at the mercy of royal whims, and was provided for in her ‘retirement’. In contrast, the pretty secretary who has an affair with her boss has no safety-net, and might even lose her job if and when the affair comes to an end, and her presence becomes embarrassing. Women’s liberation and gender equality ideology have made the position of a younger and poorer mistress even less secure and attractive than it was in the past. Men can now pretend that because women and men meet as social equals, lovers should share the costs of an affair, and women should not seek to ‘take advantage of’ a married lover by expecting gifts or financial support.


Sarah Symonds’ book Having An Affair, and her linked website Pillow Talk, give some notion of the misery caused by the asymmetrical affair, especially those where the never-married woman has fallen in love with a wealthy married man and is convinced that he will dump his wife and children in order to make a new life with her instead. The book describes the mistress’ jealousy of the man’s wife and the financial security and comfortable lifestyle she enjoys; her resentment at her married lover’s freedom to enjoy the best of both worlds; the anxieties, frustration, despair, misery, and anger experienced by a woman in this situation. These feelings are usually concealed, because the unmarried mistress does everything she can to be an attractive, sexy, cheerful alternative partner at all times, in order to persuade her married lover that she is the more attractive option for him. If their lovers’ trysts take place in her home, she will endeavour to present herself as a domestic goddess as well, serving elegant candlelit dinners in congenial surroundings as well as being the sexy mistress in beautiful lingerie. Symonds emphasises that there is no point in dating, marrying or being a mistress to a poor man, and she takes it for granted that there must be financial benefits for the mistress, in the shape of wonderful gifts, foreign travel, dining out at expensive restaurants, and periodic financial help for her basic expenses. In effect, she argues that compensating benefits are essential to balance out the inherent unfairness of an asymmetrical affair. The counterpart to the distressed and disappointed mistress is the distressed wife who discovers her husband has been ‘playing away’ despite the fact that he claims to love her, still.


This book should help wives understand why and how affairs start, and end. Here, the focus is on what might be called the symmetrical or ‘balanced’ affair, where both parties are married, and intend to stay married. Both parties have the usual comforts and security of a happy home life, and both have just as much to lose from any careless indiscretion. However there is no sharp dividing line between the two types of affair. Most people’s first affair is with someone in their workplace, or someone they meet through their job – as illustrated by the married man who has an affair with his PA or a colleague. It is usually at a later stage that people move on to using websites where things are more evenly balanced.






Roadmap of the affair in the 21st century






It is said that sex, in one shape or another, constitutes over half the traffic on the internet. Our focus is ordinary heterosexual dating that is similar to singles dating except that it involves people already married or ‘attached’, apart from a few who are ex-married or cohabiting, as we shall see. However these websites are not easily distinguished from the myriad of similar sites in an internet search. Married dating websites can be confused with the multitude of others specialising in purely sexual hook-ups, swinging, cyber-sex and cyber flirting, second life fantasies, and those catering to a wide variety of specialist sexual tastes and interests.


This book presents the accounts of men and women who decided, at some point in their life, to take a walk on the wild side. Names and identifying details have of course been changed to ensure anonymity, and some stories are ‘composites’ combining two or three very similar experiences into a single account. Any likeness in terms of names or personal circumstances to any individual is entirely accidental and unintentional. Most of the voices are of people using websites for married dating, but some offer accounts of affairs started through other avenues, including workplace meetings and adverts placed in the ‘Personal’ listings in newspapers. Some are first-timers; others are experienced libertines with a long history of affairs. Of course, every affair is unique. The aim here is to identify the highs and lows, common features, recurring patterns, salient turning points, unanticipated features of the websites and the people using them - a travel guide, or roadmap of the affair in the 21st century through the voices of players in this hidden parallel world.


There are dozens of guidebooks advising on the dos and don’ts of singles dating, on how to be successful with women, or how to be attractive to men.20 One of the most famous is Ellen Fein and Sherrie Schneider’s book The Rules, which advises women on how to capture the heart of a man who wants to marry you. There are also websites, especially in the USA, dedicated to dating and match-making for non-married people, and parallel websites offering reviews of website services, guidance on how to use them, and the dangers to avoid. By contrast, almost nothing is known about the impact of the new secretive world of married dating through the internet.


In some respects, it is no different from ordinary dating. Many men, in fact, assume it is exactly the same as singles dating. But as the following chapters show, there are fundamental differences between singles and married dating which can totally change the rules of the game. The rules for married dating and affairs are substantially different from those for singles dating, where the ultimate aim remains finding a permanent partner.


Some Europeans may question the need for this account. After all, the art of seduction and having affairs are so much part of continental European culture that all sophisticated and urbane men and women know how to proceed. It is no accident that the French have produced some of the most important novels about affairs, notably Colette’s numerous stories. Novels and operas recount the amorous exploits of Don Juan. In Les Liaisons Dangereuses, Choderlos de Laclos demonstrates how even the most virtuous wife can finally be seduced by a libertine. Through the internet, Puritan Anglo-American culture is finally playing catch up with the seduction skills and experience of lovers in continental Europe.


On the other hand, new technology introduces one fundamental change into the traditional world of romance and affairs. In the past, seduction was limited to people within one’s own social circle and neighbourhood. You were never anonymous, or an unknown entity, and the risks of exposure and, more importantly, repercussions in a Puritanical culture were high.


The internet changes this, allowing everyone to meet people well beyond their own social circle, far beyond their own neighbourhood or workplace community. Anyone can meet anyone, quite literally. It is this unpredictable social diversity that leads some people to regard internet dating as ‘unsafe’ or ‘dangerous’, because it involves moving outside your comfort zone. There is less social predictability, there are no fixed boundaries, no gatekeepers to exclude ‘undesirables’ since that is entirely a matter for each individual to decide. One complaint about singles dating websites and newspaper personal adverts is that they are used by married men pretending to be single and looking for a girlfriend, thus seducing single women for purely sexual purposes. In married dating this complaint is obviously not important. Nonetheless, on the internet, people can reinvent themselves, or be economical with the truth, more easily than in face-to-face situations. Anyone can pretend to be anybody.


Thus the internet has revolutionised dating and hook-ups. Even in cities, where there are plenty of opportunities for meeting people, thousands still use dating websites. Thousands of people see each other daily, on buses and trains, but never manage to break the ice and talk to each other, no matter how much they are mutually attracted at first sight. In areas where car travel dominates, meeting strangers can be even more difficult. Flirting in the workplace is now constrained by worries about sexual harassment in Anglo-American culture. Websites on the internet provide a new avenue for meeting like-minded people, whatever the common interest, from conventional aims like flat-sharing, friendship, casual dating to long-term partnerships. Agencies and websites specialise in hook-ups for country-lovers, pet-lovers, music-lovers, wine-lovers, vegans, people who are HIV-positive, the disabled, nudists, political activists, Jews, committed Christians, Moslems, Buddhists, Hindus and Sikhs. Some websites specialise in introducing potential brides from Russia, Thailand, and other Far Eastern countries. There are websites for ‘gold-diggers’ that facilitate hook-ups between wealthy men and young and beautiful women who expect to be paid a retainer for their time and friendship. In this revolution fit the websites that facilitate hook-ups between married men and married women.






Romance versus sex






So how does the art of seduction work in this context? For some people, romance suffices. Dates with someone special light up the week, especially if you can share an interest in music, opera, theatre, films, food and wine, sport, travel, or any other leisure activity not shared with a spouse. For men who visit other cities regularly on business, having a girlfriend to go out with in the evenings can be hugely attractive – dinner alone is never as pleasant as with a companion. Most people hope to meet someone they like well enough for physical intimacy to be in prospect.


Married-dating websites are sometimes confused with websites for purely sexual hook-ups (including casual sex), especially as some men and women use both simultaneously without differentiation. Websites that focus on purely sexual encounters often advertise their services with photos that seem to belong to a call-girl agency. The distinction between the two can be obscured by the language used: ‘quality time’ can mean very different things in diverse contexts. A taste for the ‘finer things in life’ can be equivocal. Websites concerned with purely sexual hook-ups seek to glamorise their activities so as to attract the widest possible interest from women, who are always in short supply. (Specialist websites for swingers are generally more straightforwardly about sex as they are aimed at couples acting together.) Some websites seem to straddle the space between sexual hook-ups and conventional romance-oriented dating, trying to have it both ways. Many men do not notice any confusion or ambiguity, because sex remains the central objective for them, whichever route they take, whatever the packaging.


Websites for exclusively sexual hook-ups attract vast numbers of married men looking for extra sex, more varied sex, or more arcane varieties of sex games. They are also used by single men and women who simply want to enjoy more sex than they are getting already without any obligation to maintain an ongoing social relationship with sexual partners. The emphasis in these websites is on sexual performance and variety. It is common for the first meeting to lead fairly directly and swiftly to a sexual encounter if the parties find each other acceptable – there is little or no social element in meetings. People on these websites feel free to specify particular sexual tastes and interests. Users of these singles websites who switch over to ordinary dating websites for married people (where the sex ratio is more favourable for men), can be extraordinarily blunt in their demands for sexual encounters.






Realising the fantasy






All affairs involve some element of imagination, fantasy, creating something that did not exist, exploring new avenues. The focus here is on fantasies made real, people who actually meet and develop affairs in real life – social, emotional, sexual, and whatever else appeals.


Inevitably, there are overlaps with virtual dating, cyber-sex and virtual affairs on the internet. Second Life and other websites allow people to invent avatars who lead an imaginary life in virtual reality. Quite often, the avatars have affairs. In some cases these virtual reality relationships become real enough to impinge on real-life relationships and lives. Inevitably, some of the people who decide to subscribe to dating websites discover that they are content with the fantasy, the secret friend, the confidante, the lover who is unattainable because there is no practical possibility of ever meeting. Starting in the United States, there are global websites specialising in virtual reality affairs, and books by Monica Whitty and others explore the experiences of the players, cyber-flirting and cyber-affairs. The most obvious problem here is that people can completely re-invent themselves, to the point where there is little or no correspondence between the website persona and mundane reality – as players discover if they ever make the mistake of meeting off-line.






The outer edge






We look at genuine affairs in real life, but of a fairly mundane variety – involving what some call ‘vanilla’ sex and ‘normal’ social relationships. At the other extreme from imaginary virtual affairs, there are a host of clubs, websites and magazines facilitating every conceivable variety of sexual adventure and relationship. Occasionally, players from these other ‘scenes’ stray onto the websites for married dating. A few insist on remaining on them, contrary to expectation, for reasons of their own – possibly seeking new recruits to their scene. In the following chapters we see how these visitors from the outer edge impinge on the dating and mating process.


The diverse sexual activities covered by the ‘swingers’ label are well described in Mark Brandon’s book Swinging, but essentially the focus is on sex in and for itself. Married couples normally participate together with other couples, but single men and women sometimes join larger group sex house parties. Some swingers use married dating websites to attract partners for sexual threesomes in their own home, or for swinging house parties. For swinging couples (or individuals) the focus is on ‘no-strings’ recreational sex with like-minded couples – the idea being that both partners get sexual variety, and because it is all in the open, no-one gets jealous or hurt.


Kinky sex, including fetishwear and BDSM (bondage, domination, sadism and masochism) are the other main sexual communities that overlap slightly with married dating, at the margins. Mostly, players patronise specialist clubs with public displays, where styles of clothing are important.21 Small numbers of people on married dating websites have tastes leaning in that direction, without being so pronounced or definite that they move over to specialist websites and clubs. There are hints in some profile descriptions or in attached photos. For example Grenadier’s profile consists only of the following enigmatic description: ‘Sensitive but strong, kind but firm’. Another man posts a fairly routine profile description, but then attaches a bondage photo of a naked woman. Possibly, he just likes the erotic photo.


Magazines such as Forum advertise many other specialist sexual interests, but these are sufficiently rarified not to turn up on married dating websites. For the most part, married dating websites attract people who seek conventional romance with sex. But people do stray in from adjacent areas, and may not advertise their predilections very clearly, often because they are not too definite about them.










2 Puritans and Sex


 




People live longer, so marriages last much longer, long past the stage when spouses were in love, romantic and still excited by the novelty of each other. In pre-industrial Britain, marriages only lasted about 20 years, on average, due to the early death of husband or wife. Today marriages can last 40 to 60 years, unless they end in divorce, in which case they last 11 years on average. Good marriages often develop into companionable friendships, become platonic relationships, predictable and secure, but without the wild hedonism of the early days. At the same time, the sexual revolution of the 1960s made sex a major leisure activity, free and available. Easy access to reliable modern contraception means recreational sex is now divorced from pregnancy, and has grown exponentially. The commercial end of recreational sex has become a major industry, with massive growth in pornography and prostitution in many forms, including sex tourism, and latterly the driving force of the spreading internet. The private side of recreational sex has also become a big industry, with articles lauding a good sex life as a personal right in magazines, marital sex counselling, sex therapists, sex toys, lingerie, bubble baths and all the other accoutrements of an active sex life. There is a new ideological discourse of sex for all, sexual ‘rights’, a social movement that is almost a religion.


As a result people are enjoying more frequent sexual activity than ever in the past. National surveys of sexual lifestyles in Britain found that in the short space of ten years between 1991 and 2001 there were sharp increases on all measures of sexual activity, for men and women, especially among young people aged 16-24 years.22 For example, the proportion of women who had ten or more partners in their lifetime doubled to one in five, although this was still below the one in three men reporting ten or more sexual partners by 2001. The number of women with concurrent partners in the last year also doubled, with a smaller increase among men. The proportion of men who paid for sex in the past five years also doubled, showing that commercial sex expanded at the same time as private forms. The obsession with sex leads young men (and some young women) to feel obliged to maximise their sexual philandering before marriage. In his book on internet dating, Millions of Women are Waiting to Meet You, as he contemplates marriage at the age of 39, Sean Thomas anxiously wonders whether he has had enough sexual partners before settling down to monogamy. He works out that he has slept with about 60 women, or 70 if prostitutes are included. He decides his score is average for his generation, as he knows men who had slept with ‘hundreds of women’ and others (the happiest men, he notes) who had only slept with their wife. Even Casanova only managed 130 flings in his lifetime.23 No wonder married people feel a pang of jealousy when they consider the promiscuous lives of the youngest generation.


Couples counsellors, especially marriage counsellors in Puritan Anglo-Saxon countries, rarely suggest promiscuity and affairs as one possible solution to sexual boredom, sexual difficulties and celibacy within long-term relationships. For example, Esther Perel admits that sexual desire and erotic playfulness can drop out of a relationship after a few years, especially after the second child is born and the social dynamics of the household become child-centred. She quotes experts who define a ‘sexless marriage’ as one in which couples have sex less than eleven times a year, and observes that some 15%-20% of couples in the USA fit this pattern, one in five marriages.24 She notes that even animals frequently refuse to mate in captivity, yet cheerfully advises couples to spend years in expensive therapy in order to re-create and reconstruct an erotic life together. However she admits that awareness of one’s partner’s attraction to others, and the jealousy it stimulates, can be beneficial and stimulating for any relationship, forcing couples to see each other in sexual terms again instead of as comfortable friends and companionable home-sharers.


Another American therapist, Mira Kirshenbaum, is more realistic about extramarital affairs. In her book When Good People Have Affairs, she points out that affairs can help a marriage, but it is essential that they remain private and never intrude on the spouse. Kirshenbaum claims that half of all married men and one-third of married women in modern societies will have an affair or a fling, at some point in their life. She lists seventeen situations that can prompt an affair, but she never addresses celibate marriage as the most common single root cause underlying the more visible triggers and immediate excuses. She recognises that marriages may be perfectly happy except for particular needs that are not met by the marriage, including sex.


In Britain, Relate counsellors (the largest charity active in the area) often deal with the emotional upheavals caused by affairs and their aftermath. Yet Julia Cole’s After the Affair fails to admit that a wife’s pregnancy or a small baby at home are the most common triggers for a first affair, because the husband feels neglected or rejected, sexually and emotionally.25 The Relate classification of types of affair (with advice on how to avoid them) sidesteps celibacy as a common problem among couples married or living together for any length of time.


The hidden agenda of books by therapists and counsellors is to enforce exclusive monogamy. Serial monogamy is permitted, but parallel relationships are not. Counsellors form a kind of emotional and intellectual police to enforce proper behaviour. This underlying perspective is hidden behind language that frames affairs as deviant escapism, fantasies without merit, attractive only to people who are not properly adult, who have failed to deal with issues from their childhood and adolescence, who use sex like a drug, who are actually miserable and conflicted and feel guilty.


This killjoy attitude is exposed most clearly in Frances Cohen Praver’s Daring Wives, another book by a counsellor that claims a feminist concern to empower women and give them agency. Praver guides her clients back onto the straight and narrow road of exclusive monogamy, by replacing lovers with, inter alia, singing lessons, a postgraduate degree course or, yet again, expensive couples therapy ‘for as long as it takes’ to re-establish sexual relations in the marriage. This insistence on recreational sex exclusively within marriage is a bit like therapists advising that couples must learn to like going to the cinema together, must learn to enjoy the same types of film, and must never watch films with someone else instead.






The new morality






Sex has become a major leisure activity of the 21st century in the Western world, accessible to everyone, married or not, rich and poor. The invention of the contraceptive pill and other forms of reliable contraception in the 1960s opened up a new playground of recreational sex. We now have increasing diversity in sexual activity and everything associated with it – pornography and erotica, music, films, commercial services, and all the advisory stuff on how to do it, be adventurous, and get the most out of it.26 The internet is hugely expanding and causing the coalescence of groups and communities with particular sexual interests and tastes, transforming fringe and rare practices into the commonplace. Transvestites, transsexuals, and cross-dressing normalise gender-bending, and European Union discrimination laws legitimise variations in gender identity and sexual preference.


Particularly in puritanical countries, sexual cultures and social conventions are still struggling to catch up with this new diversity in the sexual playground. Pleasure and procreation provide the two underlying anchors of sexual morality. Cultures that underline the pleasure principle are relaxed about any resulting offspring. Casual sex, even between strangers, is acceptable, unremarkable, and there is some emphasis on seduction skills and sexual skills. Western culture tends to conflate sexuality with procreation, so morality confined sexuality to marriage to ensure that offspring are adequately cared for.27 The pleasurable and playful aspects of sex were downplayed, ignored, even denied in the past by the ‘sex-negativity’ of Christian morality.28 All this was turned upside down by the contraceptive revolution, which allows pleasurable, recreational sex to grow exponentially, uninhibited by concerns about pregnancy and child-rearing. However, our ideas about sexual morality have not yet been revised and updated to fit the new reality.


Sex is not of itself a moral issue any more than is eating a good meal. The fact that we eat most meals at home with spouses and partners does not preclude eating out in restaurants, to sample different cuisines and ambiances, with friends or colleagues. Affluence increases the options available for eating out, and there is likewise increasing diversity and variation in sexual activities.29 The main constraints are cost and time. Similar market factors appear to be dominant in the growing sexual playground. Opportunities are defined largely by your sex appeal, and the time and money you have available. It is not surprising that there is far more emphasis today on physical appearance and stylish dress, for men as well as women. Techniques for looking good are available, largely because there is increased demand for looking good, at all ages. Cosmetics, hairdressers, wigs, tanning beds, cosmetic surgery, cosmetic dentistry, diets, gyms, deodorants and perfumes, advice manuals by the ton on how to dress and how to be seductive – all these raise expectations and aspirations for sex appeal and attractiveness. Among young people, the competition can be relentless, for men as well as women .


Given the liveliness of feminist debate, it might have offered a modern sexual morality appropriate to the 21st century, to replace the old double standard that imposed greater restrictions on female sexuality than on male sexuality. In practice, Anglo-Saxon feminism never liberated itself from the Puritan morality that downplays or rejects all forms of pleasure as sinful, with sexuality treated as particularly problematic. Antagonism to men is displayed in feminist discussions of sex, sexuality and all things related. Marriage, prostitution, heterosexuality, marginal sexual tastes and activities, abortion and adultery have all been attacked. Marriage is presented as slavery; prostitution is an extreme form of the same sexual slavery and female subordination to men. Paradoxically, Anglo-Saxon feminism has tended to reinforce the idea of a split between ‘good’ and ‘bad’ women, monogamous and promiscuous women, madonna and whore – an idea that has been used for centuries by men to control women and confine them to their homes.


Sex, sexuality and gender are all turned into problems by feminists, treated as contested ideas employed to subjugate and control women. Each year, thousands of young women (and tiny numbers of young men) take gender studies courses that portray conventional heterosexuality as a cultural and patriarchal imposition and the family as a prison for women. Textbooks present women as victims of male violence, sexual harassment and economic subordination, with prostitution as the ultimate exploitation of vulnerable and impotent women by men. Academic books on sexuality and gender today are more likely to present them as ‘contested’ ideas and sites of exploitation than as a normal source of pleasure and identity. There is no recognition that heterosexuality continues to be chosen by 95% to 98% of people. In contrast, French feminism confidently rejects the idea that sex and sexuality are the foundation of men’s oppression of women, is relaxed about prostitution in all its forms, asserts the importance of eroticism and fantasy in life, regards women as perfectly capable of defending themselves from men where necessary, and insists on the importance of feminine and masculine sexual identities and seduction skills. In sum, French feminists reject Anglo-Saxon victim feminism in all its guises.30 Discarding the sexual double-standard entails dropping the idea of ‘good’ and ‘bad’ women. Given the upsurge in sexual activity, prejudices against promiscuity also seem outdated.
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