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It is not love. It is the force of evolution
expressed as the compulsion for the particular,
this particular one above all others. Often,
it is called love. . . .


1999 Preface

“Limerence” is an aspect of basic human nature, one significant to human reproduction, to conception, child care, family, productivity, even to the decisions that determine human history. Personal experience of limerence is not different today than that reported to me in the 1960s and 1970s. This reprint of Love and Limerence differs from the edition first made available in November 1979 only in corrections of typographical errors.

Responses to the first printings of Love and Limerence were divided: While letters poured in from readers who confirmed the book’s conclusions, reception by the academic community was cool. Many people actively disliked the concept of limerence as much as others appreciated it. But limerence theory was not totally forgotten, and recently the tide of academic favor has turned. Within the past ten years, references to limerence have appeared in psychology textbooks. Evolutionary anthropologists geared toward finding human universals rather than cultural differences cite Love and Limerence for its accurate descriptions of the common experiences of persons from diverse cultures.

Combining the results reported originally in Love and Limerence with additional information gathered during the ensuing years, it can be asserted that limerence occurs across sexual, racial, age, cultural, and other categories. It also follows immutable rules: It endures as long as do the conditions that sustain both hope and uncertainty; it is unique in human experience for its control over our thought processes; and its power places the achievement of the limerent goal of reciprocation above responsibilities and above other relationships. Because the nature of the limerent experience depends on how one interprets the actions of another, it does not follow a standard or predetermined set of stages. And limerence is sexual because the limerent object is always desired as a sex partner; despite this, the limerent wish to obtain emotional commitment is greater than that of physical union. Limerence for someone other than one’s spouse can cause major disruption to the family, and when frustrated, limerence may produce such severe distress as to be life threatening.

Reaction to limerence theory depends partly on acquaintance with the evidence for it and partly on personal experience. People who have not experienced limerence are baffled by descriptions of it and are often resistant to the evidence that it exists. To such outside observers, limerence seems pathological. The phenomenon that provides the subject of much romantic poetry and fiction has been called an addiction, an indication of low self-esteem, irrational, neurotic, erotomanie, and delusional. To those without direct experience it seems inconceivable that a sane person could attach so much importance to another individual. But an understanding of the nature of limerence and the implications of limerence theory does not require direct experience—many commonly accepted facts about nature and physical laws are known only because we found a way to learn about them through indirect means. In this case, the scientific identification of limerence as a distinct state came about through the accumulation of consistent testimony brought forth through limerence research, much of it stimulated by Love and Limerence in the years since its initial publication.

In those two decades, research on “romantic love” has gradually increased, as have references to Love and Limerence in professional literature. But limerence theory continues to arouse controversy that seems intrinsic to the nature of the condition. Most “love” research has thus far consisted of such projects as tracking overt behavior in public places, following the course of marital relationships, and administering questionnaire surveys. That the personal revelations reported in Love and Limerence provide accurate portrayals of something experienced by many is accepted; but that it is involuntary, that it occurs to otherwise entirely ordinary people, and that it is distinct in its relationship to external events seems too “extreme.” In years to come, I predict that research directed at the physiological factors associated with limerence will settle the issue.

The idea of an automatic love mechanism is not new. Shakespeare was neither the first nor the last to assume the existence of an external force that induces attraction, and the notion of a chemical change associated with amorous inclination pervades folklore. Humans have long searched for two elixirs: one that would bring eternal youth and one that would arouse erotic passions. The former may always elude us, but perhaps limerence theory takes us a step toward achievement of the latter.

As I reread Love and Limerence to prepare this statement, I found that virtually everything I have since learned about the phenomenon of limerence itself is here in this first volume. It is my hope that with this reissuing, and with a changed scientific climate, more researchers from various disciplines will find answers to some of the many questions—scientific, social, and even legal—raised by the findings reported thus far. What I said at the end of Love and Limerence still applies: Here is a preliminary report that only scratches the surface of understanding of one of the most potent forces affecting human existence.


Preface

You think:

I want you.

I want you forever, now, yesterday, and always. Above all, I want you to want me.

No matter where I am or what I am doing, I am not safe from your spell. At any moment, the image of your face smiling at me, of your voice telling me you care, or of your hand in mine, may suddenly fill my consciousness rudely pushing out all else.

The expression “thinking of you” fails to convey either the quality or quantity of this unwilled mental activity. “Obsessed” comes closer but leaves out the aching. A child is obsessed on Christmas Eve. But it’s a happy prepossession full of excitement, curiosity, and expectation. This prepossession is an emotional roller coaster that carries me from the peak of ecstasy to the depths of despair. And back again.

I bear the thought of other topics when I must, but prolonged concentration on any other subject is difficult to tolerate. I must admit that it has happened on occasion that some entertainment or distraction overwhelmed thought of you, and I was suddenly freed from my pain and for an instant viewed you from a new perspective. (On those occasions I glimpsed reality usually closed from my view.) I don’t seek “distractions.” I’m too afraid that they won’t distract after all and I’ll be imprisoned somewhere saying polite nothings while I long to give myself up to desiring you with all my passion; to Tin Pan Alley’s “burning desire.”

Everything reminds me of you. I try to read, but four times on a single page some word begins the lightning chain of associations that summons my mind away from my work, and I must struggle to return my attention to the task at hand. Often I give up easily, leave my desk, and throw myself down on my bed, where my body lies still while my imagination constructs long and involved and plausible reasons to believe that you love me.

Or I remember. After the weekend in Vermont my brain replayed each moment. Over and over. You said you loved me, at dusk by the waterfall: Ten thousand reverberations of the scene sprinkled my succeeding days with happiness. . . .

You remember the state, do you? It’s what this book is about. If you don’t remember, that’s okay, too. Some of you do and some of you do not. That fact is itself an important aspect of the story.
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The Beginning

My decision to pursue the systematic study of romantic love came—as love itself so often does—suddenly. Also, as is frequently true in love, I remember the moment.

It was an autumn afternoon in the mid-1960s that Marilyn Weber, a student who had favorably impressed me with her alertness and intelligence, was waiting for me as I returned to my office from class. Her posture sagged, her head hung forward, and when we had entered the office and seated ourselves, I saw that her eyes were red rimmed and swollen. She struggled with herself to keep from bursting into renewed tears.

“Dr. Tennov, I want you to know that I meant to get this week’s assignment in on time but have not been able to do anything for the past two days. May I have an extension until next week? I’m sure I can finish it by then. I think. . . .”

At that point, her control foundered, and she began to weep. She took one of the tissues I pushed toward her, blew her nose, took another, and pressed it to her eyes.

“I’m sorry. Things are getting me down. Various family problems. A number of things have happened at once, and I don’t know why I’m acting this way, but I’m sure it will be over soon. I wanted to see you before. I didn’t want you to think I was neglecting my work out of lack of interest. I’m going to stay in the dorm all weekend and catch up. I really don’t know what’s the matter with me. It’s very silly. I suppose I take things too hard.”

She straightened up and began to gather her things as if afraid that if she stayed longer she might lose the composure she had regained. I said she could turn in the assignment when she had finished it and added that I was free to discuss whatever it was that was bothering her if she felt it would help. She hesitated slightly, but declined, saying, “There is nothing anyone can do.” Still a little shaky, she thanked me and rose to leave. I almost let her go.

About three weeks earlier, the students in one of my graduate courses had held a spontaneous debate on the issue of whether lower animals experience emotion. After class, in my office over coffee, Fred Johnson argued that certain emotions, love, for example, were strictly human experiences. Bill Golding, on the other hand, felt that not only do animals experience emotion, but that dogs, at least, experience love, and he cited the case of his own dog, Scruffy. Fred conceded that Scruffy probably felt something positive toward Bill, but insisted that “love” was not the appropriate label for it. I wondered whether Fred would like to try to explain the difference between what Scruffy feels for Bill and what a human being might feel for another human being. We forgot about canine emotions and began to focus on the human experience of romantic love.

Both Fred and Bill had had severe bouts with erotic passions. Fred described his breakup with Carol during his sophomore year in college.

“I dropped out of three of my five classes because I was spending hours every day lying on my bed thinking about Carol. It was all I wanted to do. Just lie around, think about her, and try to figure out ways to get her back. Every few days I would telephone her, until finally she told me to stop calling.”

“Are you saying that love is a painful thing?” I asked.

“Yes. But not always. Right now Brenda and I have got this really beautiful thing going.”

Bill, too, had had a similar, and more recent, experience.

“Fred’s situation really sounds like mine with Lisa. If we hadn’t broken off in the summer, I’ll bet I would have missed some school, too. As it was, on my job at the gas station, I was able to operate with half a mind on gas and half a mind on Lisa, except that sometimes my mind was completely on Lisa and then it got a little rough. It took a long time to get over, about six or eight months; and even now, if I heard that Lisa was in town, or if I saw her, I don’t know how I would react.”

Although I did not realize it at the time, Fred and Bill can be counted as my first two interviewees. They had described an experience both extreme and banal, a pain whose source lay in completely uncharted regions of the human psyche. In essence their experiences resembled those portrayed daily on the television screen. They resembled the experiences I myself had undergone in past years. I had assumed that my own personal experiences with love were unlike those of other people. And, of course, they were, as any experience or any situation is a unique event in the life of one individual. But the tales of Fred and Bill contained elements of such striking similarity to each other, to my own past experience, and to that reported in fiction and in autobiography that my assumption of uniqueness gave way to the consideration of the possibility that these elements constituted, at least in part, aspects of a more universal phenomenon. This thought kept racing through my head as I drove home from campus after the discussion. I wondered if there were a definite progression of events in romantic love, a progression that tended to occur in similar if not identical form among individuals and in situations that otherwise differed greatly from each other.

Busy as I was at that time with classes and other projects, Marilyn Weber’s visit a few weeks later took me unawares but as she was going out the door, I found myself asking her, “Does it have anything to do with a disappointment with love?”

At my question, Marilyn sat down again.

“Oh, Dr. Tennov, how did you know? When Mark’s letter came last Monday, my world fell apart. I’ve been a wreck ever since. I can’t believe he did it. We were supposed to be married in June, but in his letter he said he was going to marry someone else next month. How could he do that? I just can’t pull out of it. I can’t believe it. I can’t stop these awful feelings. I can’t think about anything else. That’s why I didn’t work on the paper. Since the letter came on Monday, I have spent most of my time lying on my bed weeping. Just last week I thought I was really happy, and now, no one could be more miserable than I am.”

For the next hour Marilyn cried and talked about Mark, how they met, what he was like, what she liked about him, how she could not believe that he no longer cared for her, and how she had read his letter over and over again looking for some sign of hope between the lines.

I listened transfixed. It was not that I had never heard of such feelings as she was describing. What amazed me was that I suddenly realized that probably all around me, among colleagues and friends as well as students, was a form of suffering that is usually hidden.

Hidden, yet easily revealed. Although I might have missed Marilyn’s story, and Fred and Bill might never have told about themselves had it not been for the class discussion, it had not really required much encouragement for any of them to speak openly about their experiences.

After Marilyn left, I sat in my office for a long time, just thinking. From time to time, I’d take a book from my bookcase, turn to the index, look up “love,” “romantic love,” “erotic love,” or “passionate love.” They were mostly textbooks in general psychology; some were advanced texts in behavior, emotion, or perception; none contained any reference to the experience described by Marilyn, Fred, and Bill. In many books, “love” was not even listed. In others, the discussion was brief and did not relate to such experiences. When writers were not vague, they tended to contradict each other, disputing even the basic nature of love. Was it an emotion, an attitude, a sentiment, a personality type, a neurotic manifestation, a way of looking at the world, a means of emotional manipulation, a sublime passion, a peak experience, a religion, a desire, a mental state, a perversion of thought, a prepossession, a biological urge, a type of mystical experience, a weakness of the will, an obsession, an aesthetic reaction, a sacred state, a universal thirst, a glimpse of heaven? All were suggested.

The illustrious and influential Sigmund Freud dismissed romantic love as merely sex urge blocked. Pioneer sexologist Havelock Ellis provided his famous and entirely incorrect mathematical formula: sex plus friendship. (It seems to be neither.) Contemporary sex researchers seldom discuss love since they view sex and love as quite distinct from each other. Psychoanalytic writers have disagreed with each other as well as with the master, Freud. Theodore Reik asserted that sex and love are quite different, although the usual interpretation of Freudian concepts is that they are fused. Psychoanalyst Robert Seidenberg comments that the only similarity he could think of is that neither makes sense. In books with the word “love” in their titles, two of the most widely read writers on mental and emotional life managed to virtually avoid the subject of romantic love: Erich Fromm, in the Art of Loving, dismisses “falling in love” as a clearly unsatisfactory, as well as “explosive,” way to overcome “separateness”; and Rollo May, in his best-selling book Love and Will, forces the reader to search for romantic love in the interstices between sexual, procreational, friendly, and altruistic loves. The general view seemed to be that romantic love is mysterious, mystical, even sacred, and not capable, apparently, of being subjected to the cool gaze of scientific inquiry.

Some writers disparaged the “myth of love,” in which two healthy, normal, and attractive people, each of whom is of that gender to which the other is attracted, meet, most often by accident, and realize that they are “right” for each other. The “love story” concerns their increasing attraction and desire for each other and the difficulties they encounter—whether internal or external in origin. Eventually, in the words of a sociologist, “Believing that love is a panacea, that the future holds only goodness for them, they marry and form a new nuclear family.”1 A psychologist described the “True Romance Package”:


A man and a woman, young and beautiful, are drawn together by a strong physical attraction that tells them that they are meant to satisfy one another’s erotic and affectional needs. They are tossed about by the fury of passion and excitement and pain and fear, the two of them alone against the world and others who will intrude, forever and everlasting. Obsessed with one another to addiction, they are willing to risk all to retain the feeling of being in love. They are scornful of reason or harsh realities—the two of them, in love with love.2



The implication of the article was that the pattern is culturally induced and not quite real, a mental aberration.

I turned over in my mind the prospect of conducting research myself on the subject of romantic love. It was an exciting idea. The subject was both unexplored and important. What additional justification was required? There were obstacles, of course. As an experimental psychologist, I felt convinced of the importance of using objective methods. But by what methods can private human feelings be studied?3 From that day of Marilyn’s visit and my examination of the psychology textbooks, I wanted to know what causes people to fall in love, whether some people are more likely than others to fall in love, what is the incidence of unhappy love, and how can we help people who are unhappy because of love. Two points of view guided the course of my work. The first was that I would look for aspects common to the romantic experience, particularly those aspects of what was termed “love” that produced distress. I count myself lucky that Fred and Bill had not, by chance, been Lucy and Vivian; otherwise, I might have wasted effort looking for sex differences instead of an underlying pattern that was obviously shared by members of both sexes. The second orientation was that this “thing” I aimed to study was a normal condition, not a pathological state, or sign of a weak or “neurotic” personality. Whatever else Marilyn, Fred, Bill, myself, and the writers of innumerable popular stories and songs had in common—and any sociologist would be quick to point out that the students and I shared a largely similar culture—we also appeared to be psychologically ordinary individuals.

While I was reading everything I could find about love in all fields, and especially published autobiographies and unpublished personal journals, I began to give a series of questionnaires, both individually and in classrooms, that asked for true or false responses to approximately 200 statements about romantic love, sex, and personal relationships.

Although most of the first 79 students who answered the first questionnaire reported that they obtained great pleasure from love, more than half said that they had been emotionally depressed, and more than 25 percent said that they had had suicidal thoughts. Some of the statements described extreme social difficulties as well as emotional insecurity, depression, and suicide attempts. Such statements were selected particularly by those who were “getting over a broken love affair” at that time.

Since the strong correlation between getting over a broken love affair and scoring high in statements concerning insecurity, depression, and difficulty in social relationships was a pattern more consistent with drama and with such popular expressions as “lovesick” and “heartbreak” than with the writings of many social scientists, it seemed that many people in the past have tended to understate the extent of their suffering in the traumatic aftermath of romantic love. Perhaps the anonymity of the responses made it easier for my students to speak up.

A group of older women who answered the questionnaire complained that they had difficulty deciding whether or not the statements were true. Many of them had been true at one time in these women’s lives but not at other times. As one 41-year-old woman said, “At one time or another in my life almost every statement would have applied but today almost none apply.” Ultimately the first questionnaire was administered to approximately 400 people, henceforth referred to as “The Group.” Subsequent versions were given to another 400 persons.

Notices about my interest in romantic love at meetings, on bulletin boards, and in various newsletters and other publications brought many people to me with their individual tales—some only by telephone and anonymously. Others let me read their private and sometimes very intimate diaries. In addition, I obtained interviews from more than 300 people who volunteered to report their love experiences. I brought the subject up with virtually all of my acquaintances—friends of years’ standing, colleagues from across the world encountered at professional meetings, clients who came for other problems but stayed on without fee to tell their love stories for my research, women who were participants in the consciousness-raising groups of the early 1970s, and business executives who telephoned in response to a request announced at a convention.

Altogether, more than 500 people heard of my interest and supplied me with information in various forms other than questionnaires. With rare exceptions, everyone I asked agreed to be interviewed and many others volunteered unsolicited. The interviews, of course, were not anonymous, and many of those interviewed swore me to absolute secrecy. It is embarrassing when Jimmy taunts his classmate without mercy in the schoolyard by calling out, “Lydia loves Joseph.” The mature person who falls in love with an associate on the job may be no less concerned, and many a diary has been burned lest hidden loves be revealed. Whatever the motives of those who provided testimonies—whether it was because they wished to assist the scientific effort or simply because they enjoyed talking about their feelings to another person—they trusted me to guard their secrets.

As I listened to people tell of love experiences, I often worried that they would read the book and think that I had used their individual stories unaltered. The fact is that although any given example might seem to be the story of one person, it is also the story of others because I adopted the procedure of including only material that had occurred in the same way in at least three different testimonies. In one sense my task was far simpler than the interviewees anticipated. A major finding was the great similarity among many of the tales told me. All accounts given are fictionalized in that names, places, and all other specific details have been altered to render them untraceable to their actual sources.

Each story, of course, had unique aspects. They were usually fraught with dangers, decisions, separations, reunions, quarrels, jealousies, regrets. Most also described joy. And some contained memorable moments of pure and unforgettable ecstasy. I heard tales to rival the grands amours of fiction. They ranged in duration from a three-day spree in Naples to a fifty-year unrequited yearning. But the more “case histories” I encountered, the more mysterious the process appeared. Although everyone had some story to tell, the more I heard, the less certain I became about what questions to ask. People fell in love. Sometimes things went well; sometimes they did not. Was I learning anything not already well known? This kind of intense experience had been described brilliantly in the yearnings of Anna Karenina for Count Vronsky, in the fanaticism of the middle-aged man obsessed by attraction for a youth before his death in Venice, and in the works of Proust, Rousseau, Hazlitt, and thousands of others, great and not so great. Story, drama, verse, and song provided a picture consistent with what many people told me about their own lives.

The Browns—Lou and Jim—were typical of early interviewees, who described the events that transpired in the course of a relationship. Lou told how she and Jim had met during their first college class because they happened to be sitting next to each other. An urgent summons that caused the instructor to depart in the middle of the session produced an atmosphere of conviviality among students, who suddenly found themselves with half an hour of free time. Lou reported:

“It was totally a matter of that circumstance, and the general excitement and uncertainty of being in a new situation. I think our first few dates were also mainly a matter of, well, almost convenience. I enjoyed being with Jim, but it was a very non-serious, friendship sort of relationship until Thanksgiving, when suddenly he announced that his girlfriend from back home would be visiting him during the holiday. I really didn’t know what struck me, but I found myself at loose ends. At first I just thought it was loneliness, but when I went to a dance with a group of friends and met some other male students, especially Dave, who took me to a movie, I realized that it was Jim I was missing.”

As it turned out, Jim had also undergone an intensification of feeling, especially after Lou told him of her expanded social circle. “After that, we were serious. It was obvious. By Christmas we were writing each other letters, and spring was about 60 percent being in love with Jim, 40 percent being a student.” Although there were several stressful periods of one sort or another, they mostly concerned minor matters, such as which movie to see or whether faithfulness had been preserved during times of physical separation. There was never a complete break between them, and they were married soon after graduation. When I interviewed Lou, she was a part-time graduate student. Jim had taken a master’s degree in business, and they had two children.

Their major concerns were repairing the new house they had bought in the fall—an old one at a good price—and the rearing of their daughters.

“I decided to go back to school because, well, I always planned, to. It gets me out of the house, Jim doesn’t mind sitting with the girls two evenings a week, and although Jim’s career seems to be doing all right, we’ll do a lot better if I can get a job in a couple of years when the children are in school.”

When I asked whether Lou felt that she was in love with Jim, she said:

“I’m tempted to say, of course, and I do love him tremendously. My whole life is built around him, and I’m sure that if you’d asked me that question during our most unsettled, if not actually stormy, second year, I’d have said yes without hesitation. But my feelings for Jim are not the kind of thing you read about in romantic stories. I don’t know how I’d feel if I suspected he was having an affair with his secretary, or losing interest in me, but as things stand, I say I am not ‘in love’ with Jim, but rather feel a very deep, very solid love and affection for my husband and the father of my precious babies.”

At the other extreme of the scale from the ordinary and relatively peaceful tale of Lou and Jim was Terry’s story of her unilateral passion for Norman Altern.

For as long as she could remember, even as a child of eight or ten, Terry had always been in love with someone. In sixth grade, she had had a “terrible crush” on Smithy Adams, the most popular boy in the school, and the valedictorian at graduation. Although she hardly knew Smithy and had only one date with him, and that more or less by accident, she had filled her diary with descriptions of the clothes he wore, the “way he smiled,” and what he said to her during “chance” encounters on the street. In fact, she had found a long and out-of-the-way route to and from school which increased the probability of those meetings, although, despite her efforts, they happened infrequently. “He doesn’t know I exist, but yes I love him with all my heart,” she wrote in her diary at age 16. Eventually, of course, there were others who followed each other in close succession, since the pain of one love seemed only to cease with the advent of the next.

“I was always more or less in love. Even when the man showed little interest, I would find myself totally involved. It wasn’t as painful as it probably sounds, because whenever I knew I would see him, even if only at a public gathering, I would spend my time imagining things that might happen and doing everything I could think of in the way of preparation—hairdressers, shopping for clothes, trying out a new lipstick. Those activities made me feel really happy in a way. Sometimes I was happier when something might happen, like when Bill might be at the skating rink on Saturday night—than when I was actually with whichever man was ‘right’ at that time.”

Norman Altern was the “right” person from the moment Terry heard him speak at a meeting about seven years prior to the interview. For a time he seemed to agree, and they enjoyed an intense and passionate relationship in which they were together every evening, talked on the phone once or twice daily as well, and gave every evidence to themselves, to each other and to their friends, of beginning an enduring match. Then gradually, very gradually at first, Norman became less available. His work load was getting heavy, he said he didn’t have time. There was someone important he had to see, there might be a job in it; he had to get a paper finished; and so on. After each defection, Norman would, at least in the early days, return to Terry the next night or, later on, the next week with excuses, promises, and declarations of love and affection. But as time passed, their relationship drastically altered. Finally, Terry saw Norman only every two or three weeks, and sometimes those meetings were only for lunch or to attend a meeting together. Rumors of other women in Norman’s life were eventually confirmed by her own eyes when she happened on him and “his latest” in a restaurant.

“Someone else might have kicked and screamed, or threatened suicide, or something, but I knew it was already too late for that. If I had complained, that would have been the complete end. I left the restaurant and cried for three days, but never said a word. When he called a week or so later, I acted as if nothing had happened, as if I didn’t care, and as if I had other interests, too. I was desperately trying to win him back but I felt the only way I had a chance was by not making a scene, by keeping our friendship, and by being good in bed for him. It’s been like that ever since. As far as he is concerned, I’m a really good friend, understanding, sympathetic, fun to be with. He doesn’t know how I feel and never will if I can help it, because if he did, I’d simply lose him forever. I know him. In a way, he’s my whole life. As things stand, even if he married I wouldn’t lose him completely. I’m important to him. It’s not what I want. Sometimes, if I let myself, I almost go crazy longing for him. It’s a real physical ache. I feel as if I’d like to tear myself in two. Sometimes I use a tranquilizer to relieve the pain of it. I don’t dare drink. I did once and found myself telephoning him. I’d have told him how I really felt if he’d answered the phone. Thank God he was out. I shook with fear next day when I realized what I’d almost done.”

Interviews with people like Terry, whose involvement was “unrequited,” encouraged me to focus on the individual experience of being in love rather than on whatever interactions were occurring between the lovers. Today I count that strategy as another very lucky break.

Although I had rejected the idea that romantic love as Terry, Marilyn, Fred, Bill, and so many others had experienced it was the result of pathology in their personalities, I still more or less expected that there would be certain discernible temperaments or other characteristics more closely associated with a tendency to fall in love than others. But as the interviews continued, so many people who differed greatly from each other described such similar subjective states, that I was more and more inclined toward the opposite generalization: that the state of being in love could happen to anyone regardless of other aspects of their situations or personalities. On that score I was in for a real surprise.

What I have come to look back on as a kind of “theoretical breakthrough” took place during a transatlantic flight from Paris to New York. I had just finished filming an interview with the French writer, Simone de Beauvoir. My friend and traveling companion, Helen Payne, was considering writing about the lifelong relationship between Beauvoir and existentialist philosopher, Jean-Paul Sartre. Since Beauvoir had written romantic novels and essays that dealt with love, it seemed an appropriate topic of conversation. I must confess that Helen gave evidence of considerably less interest in romantic love than I. In retrospect, I am quite sure that the conversation would never have taken place had it not been for the unusual combination of circumstances that included her being more or less trapped with me for several hours.

As I recounted the details of some of my interviews and compared them with characters in Beauvoir’s novels, I became increasingly aware of Helen’s distaste for the topic. I am forced to admit a certain social insensitivity on my part, as I allowed my enthusiasm to override her growing discomfort. Finally, unable to tolerate it longer, she blurted out what had been troubling her. This person whom I had known for many years and with whom I had had many conversations on topics of common interest, had never experienced a reaction that resembled what I had been describing, and this despite two marriages, several children, and an active sex life with various partners following her divorce. She said that she had always found puzzling what appeared to her as extravagant exaggeration in the media portrayal of romantic love. Furthermore, she had on many occasions been annoyed and inconvenienced by pressures on her to conform to the demands for attentiveness and exclusivity of husbands and lovers. “They seemed to care excessively about everything I did, as if I were going to run off or something. I always kept appointments and hoped we would have a good time together, but nothing was ever enough for them.”

Describing the intricacies of romantic attachments to Helen was like trying to describe the color red to one blind from birth. “It doesn’t make sense,” she would say. “I simply don’t understand how anyone could feel like that, how anyone could be so important to another person.” She described her confusion over the strange “positive” behavior of persons in love with her. Their claims of ecstasy were as incomprehensible as was their obvious suffering. At one point she consulted a psychotherapist, who assured her that if she were only able to conquer her “neurosis,” love would some day come to her as to others. That experience left her feeling no better, only more perplexed.

Had Helen not been a person with whom I had many times before held serious, honest, and problem-solving conversations, I might never have recognized the implications of what she told me. What Helen described was for me at that time inconceivable: a person who showed no signs at all of having experienced a complex reaction that others had described in very similar ways. The “interview” with Helen rendered suspect much other data that had been collected, but, above all, by discovering someone who admitted to no experience whatsoever with what would be called “limerence,” I discovered the state itself. It was not the first time in human thought that the existence of an entity was clearly revealed for the first time under the special conditions of its absence.

Actually, Helen’s failure to experience the phenomenon of romantic love, even in a mild or partial degree, turned out not to be rare at all. In the months to follow, such individuals began to appear regularly among interviewees. That they had not done so before was the joint result of my having been blinded by my expectations and of the problem of terminology.

What I really had discovered was a certain state that some people were in much of the time, others in some of the time, but still others never in, or at least not yet. Because of my high regard for Helen Payne, the first person I knew who had not experienced this state, I adopted the view that never being in this state was neither more nor less pathological than experiencing it. I wanted to be able to speak about this reliably identifiable condition without giving love’s advocates the feeling something precious was being destroyed. Even more important, if using the term “love” denoted the presence of the state, there was the danger that absence of the state would receive negative connotations. People like Helen Payne also referred to their relationships, and to their feelings for persons important to them, as “love affairs” with persons whom they “loved.” There was no way around it; a new term had to be found.

Many writers on love have complained about semantic difficulties.4 The dictionary lists two dozen different meanings of the word “love.” And how does one distinguish between love and affection, liking, fondness, caring, concern, infatuation, attraction, or desire? The Group was overwhelmingly of the opinion that loving and liking refer to quite different feelings, but what, precisely, constitutes the difference? Acknowledgment of a distinction between love as a verb, as an action taken by the individual, and love as a state is awkward. Never having fallen in love is not at all a matter of not loving, if loving is defined as caring. Furthermore, this state of “being in love” included feelings that do not properly fit with love defined as concern. As de Rougement said, being in love is not the same. One is a state; the other, an act, and an act is chosen, not something merely endured.5

I coined the word “limerence.” It was pronounceable and seemed to me and to two students to have a “fitting” sound.6 To be in the state of limerence is to feel what is usually termed “being in love.” It appears that love and sex can coexist without limerence, in fact that any of the three may exist without the others. Human beings are extremely sensitive to each other and easily bruised by rejection or made joyful when given signs of appreciation. When a friendship runs into difficulties, we suffer; when we are able to share our lives with others in the pleasure of what is perceived as mutual understanding and concern, we are strengthened. The person who is not limerent toward you may feel great affection and concern for you, even tenderness, and possibly sexual desire as well. A relationship that includes no limerence may be a far more important one in your life, when all is said and done, than any relationship in which you experienced the strivings of limerent passion. Limerence is not in any way preeminent among types of human attractions or interactions; but when limerence is in full force, it eclipses other relationships.
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The Individual Experience of Limerence

Limerence enters your life pleasantly. Someone takes on a special meaning. It may be an old friend unexpectedly seen in a new way. Or it may be a new person, someone who only a week before, perhaps just yesterday, was unknown to you.

Many of my interviewees recalled the first moment of limerent feeling. Sometimes the reaction was so clear that it is no wonder the ancients believed it was brought about through the intervention of a magical or supernatural force—a love potion, a dart from Cupid’s bow, the enchantment cast by a sorcerer. When I asked those who had experienced the state, they could only say when it began; on the score of why, the answer was “I must have been ready for it,” or, even more often, “I have no idea.” I don’t mean to imply that they were uninterested in the answer. As Marvin, a mathematics student from a major university in the Northeastern United States said:

“I guess it was time. For one thing, it was spring. Maybe that really does affect things. I’ve heard there are more suicides in April. I had been literally submerged in work all winter, I had pretty much got over the affair with Joyce, and I looked up from my books and there was Marilyn. It was an immediate reaction—on both parts, or so it seemed at the time. I would say that within a week—less than that, within three days—my whole world had been transformed. It had a new center, and that center was Marilyn.”

Why limerence occurs at one time and place and has one person rather than another as its object could not be determined either by questionnaires or by retrospective accounts given in interviews. Some informants found themselves in love at a time when, by their accounts, it was furthest from their thoughts or expectations or even hopes. Some act on the part of the other person, some look or word or gesture that is interpreted to indicate possible responsiveness, seems necessary, even if it is only imagined. Limerence is, above all else, mental activity. It is an interpretation of events, rather than the events themselves. You admire, you are physically attracted, you see, or think you see (or deem it possible to see under “suitable” conditions), the hint of possible reciprocity, and the process is set in motion.

A young man whom I will call Teddy told of the first evening of his limerence for Sue:

“I think I noticed Sue and felt physically attracted the minute I entered the room that evening. When I saw her dance, I was also impressed with her extraordinary talent. At that point I was ripe, and when she gave me that look, I succumbed totally. We danced together several times and I was in seventh heaven. At the time, I wasn’t thinking, I’m in love with Sue. I was just thoroughly enjoying the situation. I was also noticing everything about her. And everything was beautiful, especially the fact that she seemed to be having the same experience.”

You suddenly feel a sparkle of interest in somebody else, an interest fed by the image of returned feeling. Maybe the eyes lock. The eyes, as we shall see again and again, are so important in limerence that they, not the genitals or even the heart, may be called the organs of love. In any case, the beginning is a transformation that is sometimes so distinct that the French use the term coup de foudre, or thunderbolt.

Sometimes, on the other hand, limerence sneaks up on you. At the time, you insist that it has not in fact occurred, and it is only later, in ever repeated retrospection, that the moment is recognized for what it was: the beginning of a state of consciousness that, if experienced for the first time, is utterly unlike anything else that has ever happened.

A middle-aged professor, whom I will call Dr. Vesteroy, recounted the following:

“Dr. Ashton had remained in my office after the faculty meeting, apparently writing out some of her thoughts. I thought absolutely nothing of it at the time except to note, in an entirely detached manner, the way one regards a painting or an impressive landscape, that she was an attractive woman and we were quite fortunate to have her as a new addition to the department, not only because of her superb professional credentials but because of the aesthetic uplift she provides as well. I was amused at the thought but that was all. I was much more interested in her research findings than in the way the sunlight caused those little sparkles in her hair. (Obviously I had noticed them.) And I was rather taken by the intensity of her concentration as she wrote. That was all. I mean I wasn’t actually staring at her. I was merely waiting for her to finish so I could put through a telephone call to that publisher whose textbooks in American history still had not come in. It was already the third week of the semester.

“Suddenly, Dr. Ashton—Elena her name is—looked up and seemed startled to find herself the only leftover from the meeting. She flushed a bit and gathered her things saying that she hoped she had not kept me. Then just before she went out, she looked at me and smiled! It was that smile and that look that started the whole thing off, and I still find the whole thing embarrassing to speak of; but I had this flash, this thrill, a running sensation of excitement, and I don’t even remember what I said. It was not, and I emphasize, it was not a matter of actually believing either then or now that she had on that occasion deliberately delayed her departure or had any romantic ideas of me. It was ridiculous to think anything at all, but the fact was that I felt strongly at the time, even that first time, that some spark of communication had passed between us and that it was communication of a very personal and delightful sort. But I forgot it. By the time I had the publishers on the line, Dr. Ashton was entirely out of my mind, at least for the moment. It was only much later that I recognized that that smile had actually been the beginning.”

Although I can only speculate on the mystery of what makes limerence strike here rather than there, or at this time rather than another, what happens during limerence, what it feels like, and what it makes you do and desire are clear. A constellation of features constitute an experience that has a certain “wholeness” about it. One thing is certain. Limerence is not mere sexual attraction. Although something you may interpret as sexual attraction may be, or seem to be, the first feeling, sometimes nothing you would label sexual interest is ever consciously felt. Sex is neither essential nor, in itself, adequate to satisfy the limerent need. But sex is never entirely excluded in the limerent passion, either. Limerence is a desire for more than sex, and a desire in which the sexual act may represent the symbol of its highest achievement: reciprocation. Reciprocation expressed through physical union creates the ecstatic and blissful condition called “the greatest happiness,” and the most profound glorification of the achievement of limerent aims.

ECSTATIC UNION

It is surely limerence that has caused writers to expound in passages like these:


And Jacob served seven years for Rachel; and they seemed unto him but a few days, for the love he had for her.

—Genesis 1:6–141




The speaking in a perpetual hyperbole is comely in nothing but in love.

—Francis Bacon2




[Love is] the greatest happiness that can exist.

—Stendhal3




The face of all the world is changed, I think,
Since first I heard the footsteps of thy soul
Move still, oh still, beside me, as they stole
Betwixt me and the dreadful outer brink
Of obvious death, where I, who thought to sink,
Was caught up into love, and taught the whole
Of a new rhythm.

—Elizabeth Barrett Browning4

Love is a human religion in which another person is believed in.

—Robert Seidenberg5

I felt as though the clouds were not on the horizon but under my feet. How sweet it was.

—Liv Ullmann6



Yearned for, dreamed about, and, for the fortunate, reveled in, limerence inspires even ordinary persons to verbal excess. It is called the “supreme delight,” “the pleasure that makes life worth living,” “the experience that takes the sting from dying.” It has been said to power the very revolution of the planet.

A young woman who allowed me to tape-record our talk said:

“I remember that Simone de Beauvoir used the term ‘ecstatic union’ and I kept thinking those words at the time. Almost from the very first moment when Rick looked into my eyes—so deeply, he didn’t merely look at me—I thought that word. ‘Ecstasy.’ After our first night together, I woke up with this strange and wonderful feeling like nothing describable or nothing I had ever felt before. Problems, troubles, inconveniences of living that would normally have occupied my thoughts became unimportant. I looked at them over a huge gulf of sheer happiness. I even enjoyed the prospect of dealing with them—with Rick. The landlord had given me notice and the bank loan had not gone through, and I could not bring myself to care! Whatever happened, it would be wonderful somehow.

“My delight in simply existing eclipsed everything else, and I literally could scarcely feel the ground as I walked. In some ways, my perceptions grew stronger. Colors seemed more brilliant. The warmth of the sunlight on my arm as I drove to work was so acutely pleasurable that I marveled at never before appreciating it. I relived our moments of intimacy as I drove—the loving pressure of Rick’s arms around me, the softness of his lips, and, most of all, his eyes. His look was an embrace.

“I could recall every word he had said, even the most ordinary things. I glowed and the world glowed back at me. When I stopped for a red light, I waved at children playing in the street and they waved back. It was as if they somehow shared my experience, almost as if in some way, they—everyone—knew.

“At the office, I could hardly keep from shouting out how deliriously happy I felt. The work was easy; things that had annoyed me on previous occasions were taken in stride. And I had strong impulses to help others; I wanted to share my joy. When Mary’s typewriter broke down, I virtually sprang to my feet to assist. Mary! My former ‘enemy’! No one was an enemy anymore! My affection included the universe. I loved every single creature. A fly landed on my desk, I hadn’t the heart to brush it away.”

A similar reaction viewed by another was reported in an interview with a client whose son’s severe depression had been one of her chief concerns. Now he had become “involved” with a woman. Ms. Verne described the situation:

“Mary was a little dumpy 35-year-old with two children, just about the last person I would have wanted or expected Ted to have anything to do with. I didn’t see what they could have in common. I didn’t even ask. Whatever it was he liked about her, she was obviously responsible for a highly beneficial change in him. It was undeniable. For the first time in years, he was actually cheerful! He whistled as he got dressed in the morning, and when he came into the kitchen he almost bounced. He’d put his arm around me and say, ‘What’s good for breakfast, Mom? I’m famished.’ ”

“While he ate, he chatted about the garden, the cat, what he planned to do that day. It
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