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Everything worthwhile is done with other people.


—MARIAME KABA, We Do This ’Til We Free Us


An increase in the capacity to affect and be affected—joy—means being more in touch with a world that is bleeding, burning, screaming.… Freedom [is] not the absence of constraint or a do-what-you-like individualism but an emergent capacity to work on relationships, shift desires, and undo ingrained habits.


—CARLA BERGMAN AND NICK MONTGOMERY, Joyful Militancy: Building Thriving Resistance in Toxic Times


FOR TWO DECADES, I have been part of social movements striving to end criminalization and violence and build a world where all people have what they need. I have been a lawyer, writer, and organizer in the trans liberation, anti-war, and prison abolition movements. This work in resistance movements has been the biggest joy of my life and the source of my deepest friendships. The conditions under which we now live are brutal, but I find inspiration and strength in studying and being part of the resistance, working side by side with people who have devoted their lives to liberation.


But resistance movements are also sites of intense conflict—certainly with the powers that be, but just as often within movements themselves. Revolutionary energy creates a charged atmosphere both politically and personally. Conflicts that are simultaneously about what we should do together and about our personality differences often get in the way of the work.


It’s not surprising that friendships and sexual relationships develop between organizers, where passions run high, and shared values and goals give a sense of belonging or intimacy. Of course we’re going to hook up with the hot, brilliant people in our movements—those who understand our ideas and want to fight for liberation. As a feminist and a queer, I know how important sexuality can be as a site of transformation, expression, and community-building. Sexual and romantic relationships are thrilling, and can be meaningful sites of self-discovery, support, and healing. In fact, many people join resistance movements to find like-minded people. It might be obvious to say that sex and other types of connection go hand in hand with resistance work—we find the relationships we’ve longed for in resistance movements.


But the excitement of finding these intense connections doesn’t guarantee that they will unfold smoothly. Working day to day with others in these movements, I have seen and experienced too often how difficult and destructive relationship conflict between organizers can be. Even people who have dedicated their lives to their principles can end up acting in unprincipled ways, often unconsciously, in relationships.


Why is it that we find the courage to boldly confront mainstream societal norms and structures, yet are so often unable to treat romantic partners with care and generosity? Why do we lose our principles when we become insecure, disappointed, or jealous? Why do we act our worst in sexual and romantic relationships? And why do we prioritize romantic connection above other types of relationships, like friendship?


I have seen again and again how difficult it is for us to align our values with our actions in relationships. I’ve witnessed first-hand the way our behavior with romantic and sexual partners can explode groups, sabotage projects, and thwart our work. I have deeply questioned my own behavior, used countless tools to make changes, and helped those I mentor and collaborate with to transform these harmful patterns in themselves.


I wrote this book because the stakes are extremely high: I believe we can and must bring our most radical, visionary ideas of liberation into our practices of sex, love, and romance, and to all the relationships in our lives. We need each other now more than ever, and we have to learn how to stick together, even when emotions run hot. Love in a Fucked-Up World doesn’t offer a quick fix or thirty-day solution. Those don’t happen in real life. What it does offer is a practical roadmap for how to navigate some of the most common patterns of relationship conflict, and practical tools for managing knee-jerk reactions in situations of high emotion. This book can help you build the liberatory, supportive relationships you crave, and strengthen the groups and movements you care about.


To bring our principles more fully into our relationships, we need to:




[image: image] Understand the cultural messages and conditioning that dictate our ideas of what relationships should be.


[image: image] Identify the way those conditions and cultural “scripts” influence our own behavior and reactions.


[image: image] Take practical steps to deescalate our knee-jerk, or “conditioned” reactions, and move toward behavior that aligns with our beliefs about how we want to treat ourselves and others.





Throughout this book, I will share stories drawn from my life, as well as from the lives of people I collaborate with in movements, stories about struggling with the range of relationship tangles that haunt so many of us. I’ll also offer questions and exercises to help you dig into how harmful cultural narratives might be impacting your own expectations and communication in relationships. These exercises are the first step to getting free from cultural conditioning.


THE FAMOUS FEMINIST slogan “the personal is political” is correct: it matters what happens in our intimate lives. Our romantic lives are not just some private thing that we’re failing or succeeding at. When it comes to sex, love and romance, each of us is under pressure from cultural norms, and each of us needs support to unlearn messed-up ideas and behaviors. Through sex, romance, love, and friendship, we can cultivate new experiences of liberation and pleasure. We all want to feel truly seen and cared for, to feel connected and loved, to experience pleasure and creativity, and to do this we need to bring our best thinking about freedom and justice into alignment with our desires for healing and connection.


My previous books might seem quite different from this one. My first book, Normal Life: Administrative Violence, Critical Trans Politics and the Limits of Law, addresses how targeted groups have borne the brunt of changes to welfare, immigration, policing, and healthcare, and explores how resistance movements, especially the fight for trans liberation, can avoid getting co-opted and thwarted. My second book, Mutual Aid: Building Solidarity During This Crisis (and the Next), looks at how we can work together effectively in mutual aid groups to respond to crises ourselves, rather than begging for change from governments or corporations. To me, Love in a Fucked-Up World is a clear extension of the questions at the heart of my previous work: How do we build lasting and effective resistance movements? What are the barriers impeding our movements, and how do we overcome them? This book adds another, very human, layer to that project—in the form of a self-help guide to sex, love, romance, and friendship.


The mainstream relationship self-help literature can take us only so far. There are books that offer good insights about specific patterns and behaviors, but almost all retain outdated, often sexist, ideas about sex and romance. There are very few that do not focus on white, straight, upper-class people’s lives, which limits their relevance, particularly to people in resistance movements.


Most love and romance self-help books are written by therapists and based on their sessions with individuals and couples. Or else by someone who claims to be extremely savvy about dating or communication. I’m a lawyer, professor, and activist, and no one familiar with my dating history would accuse me of having it all figured out. But I’m a longtime participant in and student of social movements, and for twenty-five years, I’ve been relentlessly working to improve my relationships.


The most profound insights I’ve encountered about how to treat each other in relationships come from writers like Audre Lorde, bell hooks, Lauren Berlant, Emi Koyama, Shira Hassan, and Mariame Kaba: people whose wisdom about relationships comes from being part of communities in crisis and movements for justice. This is not an accident. This book is by, for, and about people who are motivated to collectively resist normative cultural expectations, one relationship at a time. And to do that, we have to look inward and unlearn the cultural messaging that is drilled into us from an early age.


When it comes to sex, love and friendship, one of the most damaging cultural narratives—or “scripts,” as I refer to them in this book—is the romance myth. The romance myth tells us that romantic relationships are the most important relationships in our lives and that they are the place where we become complete, satisfied, loved, and safe.


Surveys in the US and Canada have shown that people now rate love as their number one goal in life, over financial success or a satisfying career.1 People today rank love as more important than anything else in their relationships. Compare that to the 1930s, when love was ranked fifth, after qualities like dependable character, emotional maturity, and pleasing disposition.2 More than ever, people expect to get their needs for intimacy and security met in their romantic partnerships. Romantic “love”—through the influence of movies, advertising, and TV shows—has become a catchall for having all our emotional, sexual, and companionship needs met. This privileging of romantic love (above all else) encourages people to disregard friendship when love comes calling, and it cultivates insecurity, desperation, and competition about sex and romance.


The romance myth tells us that romance is eternal and exclusive, and that to be loved (or to love) means belonging to (or owning) someone. It tells us that there is something wrong with us, our love, or our partner if we have different needs or wants, because true love is easy, natural, and unchanging.


When I say it this bluntly, we can see how these messages are inaccurate and damaging. We can see how, under the influence of this myth, romantic love might follow a predictable cycle, starting with intoxicating intensity then moving into a conflict phase characterized by disappointment and resentment. We can see how possession and ownership models lead to harmful, controlling behaviors. In short, we see our friends—and ourselves—fuck up our lives and hurt each other, making bad decisions driven by illusions about romantic relationships.


Yet most of us are still haunted by the romance myth. When things don’t work out with a date, we see it as our own failure. We assume it was our fault, that we chose the wrong person, and that if we just choose better the next time, we’ll break out of the cycle. We judge and blame our exes and speak badly of them in our communities. Or we judge ourselves harshly because we don’t have specifically romantic relationships, discounting the importance of friendship and other connections in our lives. This is just one of the ways cultural scripts alter our expectations and behavior and fundamentally undermine our efforts to build satisfying, inspiring, ethical relationships.


This book dares us to decide that romance is not separate from our politics of liberation and resistance. Relationships are a place where we can practice our principles and values, rather than acting out messed-up cultural scripts fed to us by corporate media. If we want to build a world organized around care, connection, and freedom, we must combine our work “out there” with rigorous work in our intimate lives. We need each other so badly right now. We must learn how to come together in love and resistance in this fucked-up world.




This book is for you if you:




* Keep having the same breakup over and over.


* Can’t stop obsessively checking your dating apps, but also feel exhausted, bored, and defeated about the lack of options.


* Can’t rely on your friend circle because of friendship and romantic turmoil, friends disappearing because of new romances or taking sides in breakups and dividing the group.


* Feel isolated in your love relationship and wish you had more close friends.


* Got hurt by someone and now are on a campaign to make other people break ties with that person, leaving lots of wreckage in your wake.


* Pine for the perfect romance, job, or body, thinking that would fix everything.


* Are trying to be perfect and feel deflated or defensive when you get critical feedback, or are so scared of negative feedback that you don’t risk trying new things.


* Can’t stop taking care of everyone around you, can’t figure out how to say no, and are resentful and tired.


* Can’t figure out how to say yes to friendship, dating, and/or other relationships, and keep pushing people away even though you don’t want to.


* Often think, “I hate people.” You believe in compassion, connection, and collective action in the abstract, but you are tired of how annoying people are.


* Are weary of constant conflict in activist groups and feel hopeless about joining new efforts, even though you want to be part of collective action for change.
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Dominant Culture’s Scripts Are Still Shaping Our Relationships
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I’m not saying it don’t hurt to be awake in this world. But stay awake my darlings.


—MARSHA P JOHNSON1


I trace the curve of your jaw


with a lover’s finger


knowing the hardest battle


is only the first


how to do what we need for our living


with honour and in love


we have chosen each other


and the edge of each other’s battles


the war is the same…


—AUDRE LORDE


MAINSTREAM CULTURE BOMBARDS us with images of romantic love as the key to happiness. Many people have, or hope for, thrilling sexual and romantic experiences that bring excitement, pleasure, and a powerful sense of being cared for and accepted into their lives. At the same time, most of us have also noticed that people act their very worst toward their lovers, and often sacrifice other relationships and priorities in pursuit of romantic connections. Worse, we are pushed to believe that the issues that inevitably emerge in our relationships are the result of our shortcomings or those of our friends, lovers, or partners. Rarely do we imagine that our relationship troubles originate with, and are in service to, powerful systems of domination and control. Intimate partner violence occurs in 30 percent of romantic relationships—queer and straight—and plenty more relationships foster emotional dynamics that cause people to feel isolated, afraid, bored, unloved, anxious, or trapped.


Even before the COVID-19 pandemic, long work hours, commuting, moving away from home for jobs and school, and spending more time online, have increased isolation across demographics. Since COVID-19 that isolation has only worsened, as have rising costs of food and rent, deepening debt, and growing inequality. More people are living alone, and many have fewer close relationships. These factors combine with the romance myth to create the feeling that a romantic partner can and should meet all our emotional needs. We’re taught to find a partner to fill the chasm created by these impossible conditions.


Of course, no one person can or should meet all of another’s needs. Too often, we do not have robust support systems to turn to for perspective and help when relationships get hard. And many of us who are not in relationships get caught in an unfulfilling obsession with online dating, often spending countless hours on the apps hoping to find satisfaction, sometimes with unrealistic expectations.


We have all seen friends hurt by romantic partners. We have all seen one another drop out of groups and activities we care about because of new love or relationship drama. We have seen friend groups, activist collectives, workplaces, and artistic collaborations torn apart by conflict related to sex and romance. And we have felt the pain of being stuck in our own difficult relationship dynamics.


With so many of us trapped in these stressful, demoralizing, and demobilizing situations, how are we supposed to get together to try to overturn the dominant systems that are hurting so many people and destroying the planet? In order to break the cycles of heartbreak, jealousy, possessiveness, boredom, numbness, conflict, isolation, and betrayal, we need to understand the larger social dynamics that often guide our behavior and desires.


Mainstream ideas about romance and sex perpetuate systems of domination, reinforcing ideas of what relationship should look and feel like. They teach us what to want. They tell us that certain things, like being skinny, rich, or married, will make us happy and fulfilled. Those beliefs—even when we intellectually understand them to be distortions—impact our feelings and behavior. What do they do to our ability to thrive together? How do we get out from under their control?


It’s easier to identify the way cultural scripts influence our desires to buy stuff. Our friend groups or subcultures might encourage us to divest from gas-guzzling cars, blood diamonds, or sweatshop-made clothes. But powerful cultural scripts also often determine what we want when it comes to sex and romance. We are taught that relationships should be exclusive, long-lasting, and follow a predetermined pattern of escalation. But just as with toxic commodities, these societally prescripted guidelines are destructive. When we mistake these cultural messages as our own feelings and desires, our relationships follow damaging patterns set up for us by dominant culture.


We often treat overwhelming feelings—like jealousy, loneliness, obsession—as natural, inevitable, or irresistible. We may not even realize we are under the control of myths about sex and romance, because they feel so personal. They feel like they originate inside us, but the seeds were planted by the dominant culture’s messages. We have to unlearn this conditioning in order to find more supportive and transformative ways to desire and be with one another.


In this chapter, we’ll take a close look at some of the cultural scripts that shape our feelings and behaviors in relationships. Understanding how our feelings are shaped by this cultural conditioning, and the difficulties it creates, can help us break free. We’ll dig into several practice exercises for noticing and beginning to liberate ourselves from their thrall so we can make the connections we want and need.




Yikes! You are reading a self-help book. You may be thinking:




* I don’t have time for this.


* I’m scared to look at my feelings.


* If I dig into my past, I won’t be able to function.


* I’m scared to change anything in my life.


* If I bring up my concerns, I will lose my relationship(s).


* I’m scared no one will like the real self I would have to face.


* This stuff is cheesy/neoliberal/woo woo.


* These things are for weak people.


* This individualistic “self-help” shit is liberal, bougie, and a distraction from collective action.


These are common feelings that come up for many people thinking about going to therapy, reading a self-help book, or doing other stuff that might dig into emotions, patterns, and reactions. You can notice those feelings and keep reading anyway. You can ask yourself where those ideas came from—is there someone’s voice you hear in your head? If so, is that a person you want to be guided by? You can remind yourself that reading this book won’t cause anything to spiral out of control—you will still get to choose what you do with what you read. You can remind yourself why you picked up this book in the first place: Are there things going on in your life that you want to change that have something to do with how you feel or react in relationships? Can you identify ways in which improving your relational skills would help you show up in resistance movements more effectively? Remembering your motivation can help if discouraging thoughts emerge. You can also set up a support plan. Is there a friend you can check in with as you read? Can you go at a slow pace? Can you do nice things for yourself that help you relax while you read? There is no rush to read this or to do anything in particular with what you learn. Being curious is enough.










Feeling Bad While Things Are Bad


WE LIVE IN a time of intense conditions. We are told we are freer and more connected than ever because of technology, but every day we confront skyrocketing inequality, terrifying ecological crisis, and endless war. Many of us are fed up and want change, and are working together to fight back. But at the same time, it can feel as though we are all just having fights online while everything in the real world gets worse. Many people feel powerless, unable to imagine a world not defined by greed, hierarchy, and exploitation. At the same time, we are inundated with new ways to distract ourselves and numb out with screens, which can exacerbate our disconnection from each other and the natural world. To cope, we are pushed to consume things that help us feel good(ish) in the short term but often lead to long-term imbalances in our bodies and minds, and contribute to our isolation.


Humans evolved in groups, sharing everything in order to survive. We are built to connect and relate. Caring for one another and working to make things better fills our lives with meaning, satisfaction, creativity, joy, and a sense of belonging. Having close relationships and people to rely on can make the difference between being safe and unsafe in a crisis, or even getting by at all. The systems we live under tell us that being rich, being “fit,” having an elite job, owning the right things, or getting married will make us happy. They train us to treat each other as disposable and to measure ourselves against hierarchies that make us feel unworthy. Our relationships to those around us are what make up our worlds; they comprise the world. We need to liberate them.


Humans are relational: we need each other. We cannot survive alone, and whether or not we acknowledge that interdependency, it determines everything about our lives. Cultural fantasies about “independent individuals” hide our essential reliance on one another, discounting and minimizing the care work (cleaning, cooking, looking after children and elders, emotional support) that makes our lives happen. Racial capitalism—the global system of racial exploitation that fuels the unbridled accumulation of wealth by the few and the suffering of the many—teaches us to think of ourselves as individuals, competing for what we can get at each other’s expense.


If we break the illusion of separateness, we can see that we already exist in a web of mutual care necessary for us to survive—we get everything we need from each other and the planet. It’s just that this web is mediated by violence and coercion so that a few people can profit. Our job is to resist and destroy the systems that turn our lives into fuel for exploiting, planet-destroying industries. We must both invent new and restore old ways of living with each other, ways that nurture life, connection, belonging, and liberation. From the day we are born, those skills are undermined and sabotaged by cultural messaging. We’re taught to be competitive, individualistic, acquisitive, and hierarchical.


What if, when we encountered conflict, we didn’t have to try to figure out who was in the wrong? What if we expected that conflict would be a predictable and generative part of any relationship? What if we all had enough support from friends that we could weather the storm of a conflict or breakup? What if we were so good at giving and receiving feedback along the way that our relationships didn’t frequently devolve into resentment or blow up in dramatic endings?


Given the circumstances of the world we live in, it makes sense for us to feel afraid and overwhelmed. How can we hold on to each other in these hard times, take the brave and bold actions required of us, and become better able to love each other through it all? If we’re going to stick together through this, we have to shake off the constricting conditioning we have received about love and relationships.
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* What have you seen cause conflict and disconnection in your friend circles or communities?


* Can you imagine, or have you experienced, difference and conflict in relationships generating more connection, belonging, autonomy, and creativity rather than less? What supports that?
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Breaking Ties with Tired Cultural Scripts


IF WE WANT liberation, we need to be able to see things as they really are. Cultural forces—sexism, racism, capitalism, and colonialism—distort our perceptions like a prism splinters light, causing us to see skewed visions of ourselves and those around us. Scripts are implanted in our psyches through relentless repetition. We then go through life on autopilot, acting out these scripts without thinking about it consciously. This idea of autopilot means that many of our responses, behaviors, and even feelings aren’t really ours. They have been programmed into us, and we unknowingly parrot them.


When we are on autopilot, we don’t question our assumptions or our knee-jerk reactions; we don’t notice that our behaviors are less likely to match up with our principles. One effect of autopilot is that we are often drawn into polarized thinking. We lose nuance and complexity, thinking in extremes like “I’m the worst!” “I can’t do this!” “It’s her fault!” “This can never work!” “This always happens!”


Throughout this book, we will use the image of a pendulum (like the one below) to explore how those extreme, often polarized thoughts emerge when we are in a reactive or fearful state. The goal is to get enough critical distance from this reactive thinking so we can break the hold it has on us when we are stirred up. The pendulum image below explores a common reactive polarity: thinking that we are the best or the worst. Neither is likely true, but it can be easy to flip into one or the other when we get riled up.
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Because we live in a society that pushes blame, punishment, and hierarchy, most of us swing between these poles whenever we encounter a conflict. If we can observe that something is off—that our perception of reality is distorted—when we are thinking “I’m the worst,” we might realize we want to seek help or a new perspective. If we don’t notice, we might cause harm to ourself or others. For example, we might start to believe we’re always the victim. This can make us feel entitled to lash out, or to ignore other people’s feedback about how our actions affect them. Shame from believing we are the worst can, ironically, make us unable to listen to people close to us and respond to their requests, because we are stuck in thinking about how bad we are. If we can start to notice when “I’m the worst” comes into our minds, we can break out of its hold and not follow its scripts.


“I’m the best!” can feel pretty good. But it can cause us to incorrectly assume someone else is in the wrong, or cause us to feel certain that we know what is best for others. In both instances, we’re not listening carefully. We may become impermeable and rigid in our opinions, undermining our connections to others.


When we find ourselves in those extremes, unable to perceive the nuances of a situation, we are usually in a state of fear-based conditioning, something that generates significant conflict and hurt in relationships. Remembering a phrase like “I’m not the best, I’m not the worst” while sorting through an emotionally charged situation can help us find counterevidence to our most reactive self-narratives, and move toward a more solid basis for taking action.


Identifying the conditioned habits that get in the way of our liberation can help us build awareness for the times when these distortions have us in their clutches. Exploring some commonly internalized cultural scripts that cause us to act out, on autopilot, can help us make conscious choices about our behavior in relationships.




I’m Not Saying It’s All in Your Head


The worst thing about self-help tools is that most of them make it seem like, no matter what problems you’re having, you just have to change yourself, your thinking, your attitude, and then it will all get better. This is nonsense. There are real, awful conditions we live under, and the way out of them is collective action to destroy racial capitalism, patriarchy, and colonialism. At the same time, it’s true that this stuff gets in our heads. We are raised to act out its designs, to become people who could abuse, dominate, and cage others. We are brainwashed to become complacent with our own or others’ subjugation. As a result, we need to do work simultaneously both inside ourselves and against our oppressors.


Ableism, ageism, racism, gender norm enforcement, and fat shaming play a huge role in creating isolation for many people. They cause us to devalue one another and paint specific bodies as undesirable. I take seriously how much those norms determine many people’s access to sex, love, companionship, and friendship. We must collectively transform our friend circles, social scenes, and subcultures, upending these cruel hierarchies of desirability.





The Romance Myth: Lies about Love


ROMANCE ISN’T “NATURAL” or “inherent” in us; it is a collection of cultural norms and expectations enforced through repetition, in service of systems of domination. Song lyrics, TV shows, movies, and messages from our families, friends, and communities all tell us that romantic love is central to our lives and the key to happiness. However, romantic love has not always been the basis for forming families or even making choices about sexual partners. It has a history of invention and deployment, just like other harmful structures that have been portrayed as natural and universal, such as white supremacy and Manifest Destiny.


The idea of romance is culturally specific, hasn’t always existed, and has changed over time. Most people across history organized communal care, tending to illness and child-rearing outside the confines of marriage or monogamy. Sexual expression has had extraordinarily diverse manifestations across time and geography. Even in an industrial consumer society such as the US, where I live, research shows there used to be less expectation for needs to be met through romantic relationships than there is now. As we face surging isolation, reduced friendship, and vanishing intracommunity support, we are pushed to rely on a romantic relationship for every kind of care we need.


The current norm, the nuclear family, emerged to replace larger family groups doing subsistence agriculture, as capitalism required more mobile industrial and service wage-workers. Romantic love became one of the social structures that keeps us in our places in a system designed to extract from workers and the planet to make a small number of people very rich. Systems of taxation, property, healthcare, housing, and immigration are all now designed around the marital family unit. Whether or not we organize our lives that way, that norm is the current blueprint. We are told it is “natural,” when in fact it’s just a particular design that is currently dominant. In that way, our ideas about sex and romance are a product of racial capitalism, but they feel quite personal. The process of liberating our relationships requires us to realize that these desires didn’t come from inside us, and that we can choose what to cultivate and pursue.


Central Lies of the Romance Myth




* A committed romantic/sexual relationship is the most important kind of relationship.


* There is something wrong with you if you aren’t in one, and you have less value.


* Real love lasts forever.


* The right relationship will make you happy.





The romance myth tells us that there is one true love out there for each of us. It says that if you find—and keep—the right person, sex and love will flow easily, perpetually, and naturally. This myth insists you will not be attracted to other people, and you will consistently feel love and sexual attraction for each other. It teaches that romantic partners should take a set of escalating steps together from the outset of their relationship: agreeing to be sexually exclusive, moving in together, making a lifelong commitment, merging financial lives, and having children. If someone doesn’t want those things, then there must be something wrong with them. Or they aren’t truly in love, or maybe they’re just being selfish. The romance myth says that if your love is real, you can and should give up anything for the other person.


The romance myth also teaches us that everyone should compete for the best possible partners. “Best” is defined by racial, economic, gender, health, and body-shape norms. Dating is a competitive market; therefore you make sure to get the best possible mate for your long-term commitment, “trading up” whenever possible. We are all supposed to fear being alone, being left, or getting stuck with a “loser” for a partner. Thus, we see one another through a calculating view of appraisal and competition, in which everyone vies for the “best” partners based on criteria rooted in oppressive norms. This leads to dehumanization, in which we evaluate each other like commodities, and some people are marked as undesirable.




The Transformative Power of Love?


This book has such a critical take on romance and love that you might wonder, what about the transformative power of love? Living in a society that is under the spell of the romance myth, we constantly hear overblown promises about how love will complete us, so I won’t focus on that in this book. However, I do think that sexual and romantic relationships, because they stir up such strong reactions in us, can be profound places to learn about our wounds and cultural conditioning, and to experience connections that heal.


My sister once told me that caramel is the most dangerous thing in the kitchen. It gets so hot, it’s incredibly easy to get horrible burns. Sexual and romantic relationships, similarly, are wildly sweet, and risky. So many risky things are worth it: changing your gender, leaving your abusive family or religious community, defending your friends from cops, blocking coal trains and oil pipelines, squatting, taking over your campus, breaking rules, making art.


This book is pro-risk, pro-sex, and pro-love of all kinds, but it also asks you to take an unflinching look at how our behavior in sexual and romantic relationships often hurts us, hurts others, and impacts our social movement efforts. I hope what’s here helps you find ways to have all the liberated pleasure you want. I hope we all feel the love of solidarity, of care for the vulnerable, of bold action with friends and strangers, of being connected to the living Earth, of breaking captivity together.





How Does the Romance Myth Mess Up Our Relationships?


BECAUSE THE ROMANCE myth implies that everyone should follow the same prescribed steps to achieve love and satisfaction, it causes us to make assumptions about others’ wants and needs. It makes us assume our partners’ sexual, social, or other needs will be “normal”—either just like our own, or like what we have interpreted as normal from mainstream scripts. It leads us to judge ourselves and each other negatively if we don’t want what we are told is “normal”—for example, if someone wants to live alone through adulthood, or wants to have sex less or more than they are “supposed to,” or doesn’t desire marriage.


The romance myth causes many people to make big life decisions without adequate reflection, like moving far away for a partner’s work, leaving friends and community behind. It causes us to underinvest in our friendships and other support circles, to prioritize lovers over friends, which often leads to isolation. The romance myth asks us to “give up” parts of ourselves in the name of love, often leaving us less prepared or supported to deal with life’s challenges, including those that happen inside our romantic relationships. The romance myth also rationalizes jealousy and possessiveness in ways that can escalate conflict and even be used to justify abuse.


Under the influence of the romance myth, resentments fester, and we swerve into stagnated blame dynamics. “If you really loved me you would…”




* want to have sex when I do


* marry me


* move in together


* have a child with me


* give up an activity because I disapprove of it


* spend more time with me instead of with your friends or by yourself


* change a behavior because I don’t like it


* accept a behavior of mine even though it hurts you


* spend time with my family even though they mistreat one or both of us





These examples of romance myth ideas surfacing in relationships could come up in the course of ordinary conflict. However, they could also be part of a pattern of abuse. Building awareness about how these ideas get in our heads and shape our expectations and demands in a relationship is useful for figuring out what we really want. But it will not resolve a pattern of abuse.




Distinguishing Conflict and Abuse


There is no single perfect definition of the difference between conflict and abuse, but wise people from the antiviolence movement have long asserted that abusive relationships include one person trying to maintain control over someone else in a repeated pattern, and refusing to take responsibility for the harm they cause. We all feel urges to control others sometimes, and we all cause hurt and harm to others at times. But abuse occurs during a more sustained pattern of uneven power, control, and mistreatment. When a person is enacting or experiencing abuse, the situation calls for firmer boundaries and more support than one might need in dealing with nonabusive conflict.


Distinguishing conflict from abuse is difficult, and the stakes are high. As Weyam Ghadbian, a facilitator specializing in conflict mediation, says, “People try to minimize abuse by characterizing it as conflict and overblow conflict by characterizing it as abuse.” Jovida Ross, another conflict facilitation expert, observes that “approaching abuse as conflict is a setup for more abuse, and mischaracterizing conflict as abuse can itself be a move to exert control.” This book cannot resolve this challenge, but hopefully it will provide tools to help us better understand our own experiences and impacts on others and build relationships based on consent. If you are trying to figure out whether your relationship is abusive, it is essential to reach out for support: you can talk to friends, work with a therapist, or call a hotline. Some resources include: The Network/La Red, (800) 832-1901; A Call for Change, (877) 898-3411; the Northwest Network, (206) 568-7777; and API Chaya, (877) 922-4292.





The Truth About Love


THE TRUTH IS, no one person can meet every emotional need we have. We are safer and better off with more kinds of connection, are more able to survive and resist with creativity and stamina when we cultivate trust and connectedness with many people. There is no “normal” way of being or relating. If we want people to understand what we want and how we want to be treated, we have to tell them. They can say “yes” or “no” to our requests, and if they say “no,” we can seek to get our needs met elsewhere, meet the needs ourselves, or live without them being met.


Despite strong messages from mainstream culture, there is no “natural” way to experience romance or sex. Even sustained, fun, mutual, pleasurable sexual relationships require negotiation and renegotiation and will go through ebbs and flows. Change is inevitable, change is not a betrayal. Similarly, despite the heavy pressure of monogamous norms, the truth is that being attracted to someone else besides your partner, even strongly, does not mean there is something wrong with your relationship.


At the same time, strong attraction to a new person does not mean that we have no choice but to pursue them, or that they are our destiny. A new attraction does not justify dishonesty. Committed relationships, polyamorous relationships, friends with benefits, monogamous relationships, hookups and anonymous sex, brief relationships, and open relationships are all politically and morally equal. There is not a better or worse, or more radical, form for sexual or romantic connection. Hierarchies of value regarding types of relationships generally obstruct people’s self-determination and perpetuate patterns of shame, betrayal, dishonesty, disconnection, and discontent.


The truth is that there is no relationship that will automatically make you happy. We will bring our long-term emotional patterns and settings into every relationship we enter. We’re still us, even in a different relationship. Romantic and sexual relationships can be a place to learn about ourselves and grow, particularly as they stir up strong, complex feelings and often stimulate wounds from our childhoods or families of origin. But they are not more necessary or important than other relationships.


The good feelings of a new crush don’t just come from the other person, they spring from our own capacities for connection, joy, pleasure, creativity, and excitement. We can and should bring those capacities into all kinds of relationships and activities, not just romantic ones.


Despite the romance myth’s insistence on duration, it is neither better nor worse to stay in a relationship or to break up. Both are opportunities for growth. Efforts to own or control other people, or to control other people’s thoughts and emotions, are futile and painful. Compromising ourselves and stifling our desires generates resentment and contempt. At their best, our relationships support our full development, and cultivate our desires rather than treating them as threats.


The romance myth tells us that there is a scarcity of partners, a more valuable partner just around the corner, or only one right person for each of us. Such scarcity thinking serves consumer culture’s constant drive to make us feel inadequate, and can also make people stay in unworkable relationships. We live in a world of social possibility, and while there are real ways that racism, fat shaming, misogyny, gender binarism, classism, ageism, geography, language, and ableism impact sex and dating pools, the scarcity framework will not help us resist those oppressions together. Needs associated with romantic relationships—such as sexual gratification, physical affection, affirmation, play, companionship, sharing meals, and cohabitation—can also be met through friendships, family, and/or through our relationship with ourselves. In fact, as I will discuss later, joining resistance groups, while not always easy, is a gorgeous way to find your people.


Marriage Isn’t Love or Liberation


BY DEFINITION, COUNTERCULTURAL movements like feminism, Black liberation, and queer liberation question the dominant culture, including its scripts about what is beautiful and desirable or taboo, as well as about how people should relate to each other and form families. In the sixties, seventies, and eighties,2 feminists and queers broke the silence about domestic violence and child sexual abuse, exposing marriage as a form of social control and the family as a site of violence against women and children. They worked to make it easier to get divorced and challenged legal structures that stigmatized children born out of wedlock. They exposed and debunked racist ideas that attributed poverty in Black communities to low marriage rates.3 Throughout the feminist and antiracist movements of the sixties and seventies, young people created subcultures that celebrated casual sex, public sex, nonprocreative sex, gay sex, single parenthood, nonmarital cohabitation, alternative family structures, kink, friendship, communities of care, and female sexual pleasure. Central to these efforts was a critique of marriage as a form of control over women, a vehicle for consolidating wealth, and a system that rewarded conformity with the government’s family-formation norms.


In the 1980s, however, there was a backlash against these emancipating ideas. Dominant systems coopted feminist and queer symbols and concepts, evacuating their radical potential and selling an empty version back to us as “liberation.” In the 1990s and 2000s, a new set of nonprofits led by white lawyers undertook same-sex marriage advocacy, portraying marriage as a site of love and connection despite its obvious role as a structure of state control. Marriage was reframed as something that gay people wanted to be included in rather than help destroy. Instead of queers being a threat to the romance myth, we were suddenly offered its particular coercion, sold as “freedom.”4


There is a lot at stake in how we relate—the system knows it and always wants to mediate our relationships, isolate us, squander our time, drain our energy, and pit us against each other. Working to resist its pressure to conform connects us to generations of rebels who have fought to dismantle nuclear-family norms and build revolutionary ways for people to be together.
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* What parts of the romance myth feel familiar to you? Are there parts that have a hold on you? Can you think of any times when the romance myth has gotten in the way of your relationships? How?


* Are there any points in the section on the Truth About Love that are jarring to read? Are there any that are a relief ?


* Have you ever seen yourself act out of character or out of line with your values when under the influence of the romance myth? What would you do differently now?
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How the Romance Myth Infects Relationship Self-Help Tools


Dating and relationship self-help tools, ostensibly designed to help bring more insight, often collude with the romance myth’s overvaluation of traditional romantic partnerships and undervaluation of other kinds of relationships.


Self-help tools also frequently argue that romantic relationships are naturally the most important. Dr. Sue Johnson, author of Hold Me Tight, a popular book about attachment styles, writes, “love is… the pinnacle of evolution, the most compelling survival mechanism of the human species… because [it] drives us to bond emotionally with a precious few others who offer us safe haven.”5 Our current conditions of isolation—in which many people have zero or few close relationships—are the result of social conditions created by racial capitalism and colonialism. Chalking it up to human evolution, rather than social control, is both inaccurate and misleading.


As many do, Johnson cites problematic statistics about how married people live longer.6 Emotional isolation is a health risk, but the claim that marital relationships are therefore the healthiest, most evolved ways to organize our lives begs for scrutiny. How does that square, for instance, with the reality of endemic domestic violence?


There’s real danger in the assertion that we are biologically “wired” toward particular kinds of relationships and that those relationships are therefore superior. In Johnson’s work, as in many relationship self-help books, this includes a harmful claim that committed relationships are always superior to casual sex.





Scarcity Mentality


FROM CHILDHOOD ON, we are taught to compete against the very people we most long to be connected with for the best grades, jobs, dates, etc. We live in a mindset of “compare and despair,” always trying to figure out if we are better or worse than others. We are told that if we mess up and fall to the bottom of the hierarchies, we could end up homeless on the streets, abandoned, or dead. We are trained to always look up the hierarchy at what others have that we don’t have, and to ignore the experiences of people who have less than us. We are motivated by fear and the idea of scarcity in most realms of life, even when we are not facing real scarcity.


Scarcity mentality doesn’t seem like an illusion when we are under its influence. It seems like it’s real—that there really isn’t enough for everyone, that we have to compete. Cultural norms are like that; they masquerade as truths. Scarcity mentality blocks our creativity and generosity. It makes us distrustful and, sometimes, untrustworthy. We feel like we never have enough time, love, money, or power. It tells us we will soon be too old to find a date, or that we need to “level up” our body, friends, job, house, or car. In reality, none of these things—getting more attention, property, or status—will make us happy.


Psychological researchers who study happiness talk about the difference between being driven by intrinsic or extrinsic motives. When you are motivated by what is intrinsic, you are doing things because you value them. When you are motivated by what is extrinsic, it is about getting something from the outside: good grades, followers, promotions, or validation. Researchers have found that people who achieve their extrinsic or material (i.e., financial or acquisitive) goals are not measurably happier. However, people who achieve their intrinsic goals, like being a more attentive friend, a compassionate parent, or dancing or making art for pleasure, do become significantly happier.


Studies show that the more extrinsically motivated we are, the more depressed and anxious we become7—our relationships get shorter, and their quality declines.8 That is not surprising. If I am judging people mostly by status or wealth, it is unlikely that I will form warm, trusting connections based on mutual support.


The idea that rich people are happier is fed to us constantly, alongside the myth that anyone can become rich if they work hard. In the US, 35 percent of people believe that they will one day be among the top 1 percent of income earners,9 and 78 percent of Americans think they can get rich if they work hard enough, even though it is clear that wealth is increasingly concentrated; the rich are getting richer and everyone else is getting poorer.10 A 2022 study found that 44 percent of US adults believe they have the available tools to become billionaires.11 A 2023 study found that 69 percent of Gen Zers and 54 percent of millennials who don’t currently consider themselves wealthy believe they will become wealthy someday.12


Laboring under these misperceptions, we exploit each other and the environment, toil at jobs we hate, or spend time trying to get famous on social media. We learn to compete rather than to connect or collaborate. Racial capitalism encourages us to identify with the elite to the point of voting for elite interests (and against our own) because we mistakenly believe we will someday become them. We won’t—and fighting against the 1 percent is essential for our survival.


Research shows that consuming commercial media by watching television and spending time online makes us more materialistic.13 People who spend a lot of time thinking about what they want to buy have reduced empathy and generosity, and end up seeing others as objects.14 Materialism is bad for our relationships and well-being.15


Researchers have found that the number of close friends you have is a better predictor of well-being than income, conventional attractiveness, intelligence, or education. Yet we strive and climb at the expense of our relationships. Advertisements cultivate insecurity in us, and we are exposed to 4,000–10,000 ads per day.16 More eighteen-month-olds can recognize the McDonald’s logo than know their own last name. On average, by the time a child is thirty-six months old, she already knows a hundred brand logos.17


For most of us, this kind of materialism and status-orientation informs our approaches to dating and sex. We reproduce hierarchies of desirability pitched to us by advertisers and replicated endlessly by social media. We become social climbers who think of our dates and ourselves in terms of status rankings that often correlate to wealth, thinness, wellness, whiteness, and gender norms. We turn into shallow, self-hating consumers even in the realms of sex, love, and romance.


The materialistic emphasis on perfection—on competing to look happy, to show off a perfect life—also insists we “think positive” while shaming “bad” feelings. What actually makes people’s lives meaningful is having connected relationships, being part of something you care about, helping others, and playing a role in stopping injustice. These tasks require building—or rebuilding—our capacity to feel difficult things deeply: to be pissed and scared together. When we are mired in scarcity mentality, it can be hard to come together to care for each other and fight back.


The reality is that shit is very, very fucked up and intense right now, and we need skills for being with each other in distress, just as much as we need skills for being with each other in delight. Our attempts to live a life that looks good in photos—filled with status objects and coveted experiences—gets in the way of the unglamorous work of creating and inhabiting the relationships we crave. These relationships—not others’ perceptions of who we are—will sustain us through hard times.
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* How do you experience scarcity mentality?


* Are there ways in which materialism prevents your happiness?


* Are there ways you have already recovered from scarcity thinking?


* When do you take pleasure in intrinsic value?
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Disposability Culture


FROM CHILDHOOD, we are told that there are two kinds of people: “good guys” and “bad guys.” It sets us up for a lifetime of fearing being labeled “bad” and striving to be considered “good.” We are taught early on to hide parts of ourselves in order to be good. Many of these lessons are nonverbal communications, modeled by our caregivers, that indicate the boundaries of acceptability. As children we are immensely vulnerable, and it is a matter of survival to notice what will garner approval, connection, and safety. We also learn from media representations, peers, and from experiences of humiliation (our own or others’) for stepping out of line. For example, we might learn to be a “good girl” by tamping down anger or by professing interest in “girly” things. Or we internalize taboos of all sizes—chew with your mouth closed, don’t show your body in public, don’t cry, don’t yell, give your auntie a hug, smile for the camera.


These lessons become ingrained early on and pursue us into adulthood. Disposability culture instills in each of us the fear that if we do one thing wrong, we will be cast out. If I say the wrong thing, will I lose my friends? If people knew what I am really like, would I be rejected? We fear giving and receiving feedback. We become defensive. We learn to look for ways to criticize others that emphasize the ways we are superior. We understand, often unconsciously, that by exposing others’ flaws, we can win regard and protect our social status.


Yet the result—back-biting, social media dragging, and “piling on”—can hurt people and tear apart groups. In an ideal situation, we would be able to give and receive critical feedback so that we could grow from mistakes and our relationships could improve. But we are shaped by disposability culture, so we remain vigilant, making sure we are never the next to be thrown out. Paradoxically, living in the high-stakes environment that disposability culture creates can cause us to hide our loved ones’ harmful behaviors, fearing they will be judged harshly. In romantic relationships in particular, people often don’t tell their friends if their date is hurting them, for fear of their friends thinking the date is “bad.” Things get more dangerous as isolation builds.


In reality, rigid disposability norms do not match our lives. We all love some family member who has also hurt us or someone else. We all have a wonderful friend who’s terrible when they are drunk or is unreliable with money. We know from lived experience that people are complex, and that harmful behavior often comes from trauma, but living in a culture of disposability makes this hard to remember.


Why do we live in a disposability culture? The world we live in was built by making some people less than human. To justify colonialism and slavery, ideologies were created that made whole groups of people exploitable and killable. The United States imprisons more people than any country that has ever existed on Earth. To maintain a social project of exclusion like that, and to convince everyone that it makes sense to put millions of people, mostly indigenous, Black and brown people, in cages and keep them there, requires an ideology of disposability. It requires a narrative in which some of humanity can be subjugated in the name of protecting and cultivating those deemed good, deserving, and normal.


On an individual level, many of us swing between two poles. Sometimes we fear we will be seen as a bad person. Did I say the wrong thing in that meeting? Is everyone going to find out I am a fraud and not qualified to be here? Other times we revel in our righteousness. Rarely do we spend sufficient time in the nuanced middle, in the reality that everyone is learning, making mistakes, taking risks, and trying things. When conflicts bring up heightened feelings, we often enter a pitched good guy/bad guy mode, turning our lovers, friends, family members, and coworkers into caricatures. (If you are finding yourself in good guy/bad guy thinking because of a conflict, you might try using the What Else Is True? worksheet at the end of this section to get more perspective.)


When people hurt each other, we usually default to one of two polar positions: minimization of the harm, or punishment of the harm-doer. Our society minimizes the impact of harmful systems like racism and sexism all the time, telling people to just brush off racial and sexual harassment, to grow a thick skin, to not get angry. We pretend certain kinds of harm are normal or necessary, or aren’t harm at all, like when our criminal system claims that strip-searching arrestees isn’t a form of sexual violence. On the other hand, some people face enormous punishment—arrest; deportation; imprisonment; losing their kids, jobs, and housing—for breaking a rule or simply being accused of doing so. The pendulum below18 represents these extremes of punishment and minimization of harm.
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When we default to these two extremes, we miss what is in the middle—accountability. Accountability is when we assess impact and come up with right-sized responses to it. We acknowledge that someone has been hurt; we think about why that happened, how to prevent it from happening again, and how to attempt repair.


Accountability happens when we look in a frank and compassionate way at why harm happened with the aim of making it stop. What does the harm-doer (and maybe others who might do similar harm) need so that they won’t do this again? Emotional support; better information about sex, gender, and relationships; support around misuse of alcohol; safe housing? What does the person who was hurt (and people in similar straits) need so that they can be safer? A reliable ride to work, a babysitter on certain nights, a safer place to live, emotional support? Accountability means we look at and address all the conditions that made the harm possible in the first place, rather than denying it even happened or finding a scapegoat for it.
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* Can you think of a time when you feared you would be thrown out of a group if you were seen as “the bad guy”?


* Have you ever experienced hurt or harm and other people have minimized it?


* Have you participated in stigmatizing and excluding someone?


* How does being afraid of being “canceled” impact your behavior?


* Can you think of a time when a conflict taught people how to treat each other better and led to stronger bonds?


* What is scary about committing not to throw people away?


* How do you think people should sort out what a right-sized response is to hurt or harm?
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“What Else Is True?”: Getting Perspective When We’re Grabbed by Cultural Scripts and Autopilot Reactions


SOMETIMES WHEN WE get stuck in distorted, binary thoughts and feelings—spiraling about how we are terrible, or someone else is terrible, or that if something specific does or does not happen it’s the end of the world—we need to get some perspective. A very simple tool is asking ourselves, “What else is true?” This question can help us find out how our thinking might have gotten narrowed by our own strong reactions. For example, if I am feeling jealous of a partner, and am hyperfocused on the attractive qualities of their new date and my insecurities about our relationship, I can ask, “What else is true?” I could make a list of signs that our relationship is going well. I could make a list of reasons I have chosen nonmonogamy. I could make a list of other uncomfortable situations I have survived. I could make a list of reasons I think my partner is not leaving me just because they are connecting with another lover. The What Else Is True? worksheet that follows is useful when you are having strong reactions to sex, romance, and dating experiences. But it is also great for problems at work, with family, in creative collaborations, in activist groups, and with friends. You can fill it out alone, or ask a friend to collaborate with you if you think they might help you see things you can’t, in your current state.





What Else Is True? Worksheet


The thing I am feeling strongly: _________________ (e.g., Cindy is excluding me from the project and I hate her, or the Network leaves out trans people and the Network is a fucked-up group.)
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In the small circle, write the thing you are feeling strongly. In the rest of the circle, write about what else is true about this person/group. List positive qualities, benefits, or any other experiences that show a fuller picture. (e.g., “Cindy was a supportive collaborator during the project last year and I saw how thoughtful she was and learned from her.” “The Network stood up for active drug users when other organizations wanted to exclude them.” “The Network tries hard to live its mission in how it treats employees with kids.”)
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In the small circle, write the thing you are feeling strongly. In the rest of the circle, note “What do I not know” that might be contributing to the situation; what do I not know about the other person’s/peoples’ intentions? (e.g., “Maybe Cindy was not thinking about me when she made that decision.” “Maybe Cindy is being impacted by some other personal crisis that is leading to her current actions.” “Maybe some people in the Network also disagree with leaving out trans people.”)
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In the small circle, write the thing you are feeling strongly. In the rest of the circle, write what else is true now about your life, beyond this situation? What else do you have going on? Who else do you have as supports? Who stands up for you? Who likes you? (e.g., “I have connected, meaningful collaborations with Lupe and Timothy.” “I feel loved and seen by my best friend.” “I am excited about the books I am reading right now.” “I have friends who agree with me that trans inclusion should never be compromised.” “I have years of work ahead of me and behind me that help me see this is just one small moment.”)






Fill in the chart below:






	What is my responsibility? What can I control or contribute to?

	What is beyond my responsibility and control?
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Some people might like to rip off the right side of the sheet and throw it away or symbolically give up trying to control it.


Now write down notes about these questions:




* Are there any sore spots from my history this situation might be rubbing against?


* Are there any ways I am in a familiar role in this situation? What feels familiar?


* How can I be kind to myself about those sore spots, or that history, during this period of activation? (Check all those that apply and write in your own below the suggestions.)




[image: image] Eat a favorite meal from the period in my childhood this reminds me of.


[image: image] Take more naps to cope with the stress this is bringing up.


[image: image] Ask a friend to listen to me talk about the feelings.


[image: image] Go to nature and let myself feel some grief about similar situations in my past.


[image: image] Take a bath.


[image: image] Go to bed early.


[image: image] Take a day off.


[image: image] Move my body.


[image: image] Write down the feelings that are coming up.
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