


Increasing levels of singledom, dating dysfunction, and sexual inactivity 
contribute to plummeting fertility rates. This book investigates the perhaps 
most foundational factor behind this uncoupling: our present era’s ideology 
of love. Throughout human history, communities have shared fictional 
stories infused with various mating moralities that compel people to 
pair‑bond and reproduce. After taking readers on a 6‑million‑year journey 
through hominin mating regimes—with various extents of promiscuity, 
polygyny, and monogamy—Stories of Love from Vikings to Tinder 
investigates the past millennium’s radical evolution of Western mating 
beliefs. Nordic literary works illuminate the pivotal transitions between 
the West’s First, Second, and Third Sexual Revolutions, which occurred 
around the years 1200, 1750, and 1968. The conclusion chapter points 
to the Fourth Sexual Revolution, symbolically placed in 2029. Artificial 
intelligence and other technologies seem likely to transform our mating 
practices more radically than any of the previous revolutions.
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Introduction
Western Ideologies of Love

Humanity approaches a demographic abyss. In an increasing number of 
countries, the fertility rate has fallen far below replacement levels.1 South 
Koreans lead the way to self‑eradication with a rate of 0.7 children per 
woman.2 Some experts and opinion makers warn that a too‑rapid aging of 
national populations is our era’s gravest threat to civilization.3 Others are 
even gloomier, fearing that if cultural globalization continues to spread this 
trend, our species might be headed for extinction.4 The Nordic countries 
used to be a Western anomaly. Their high fertility was assumed to result 
from gender equality and generous parental welfare. Some thought the 
solution to low fertility was that all countries would have to implement 
social democratic policies. But, in the 2010s, also Nordic fertility num‑
bers plummeted.5 Experts give an impression of not knowing why this is 
occurring or which policies could counter the impending collapse.6 Certain 
factors are thought to contribute to the downward spiral, such as urbani‑
zation, good contraceptives, a fear of the future, gender equality, economic 
inequality, and rampant individualism. In this book, I investigate the per‑
haps most foundational factor: our present era’s ideology of love.7

Our ancestors evolved the capacity for romantic love probably around 
4  million years ago.8 As offspring grew increasingly needy, fathers were 
incentivized to contribute with calories and protection. The emergence of 
strong emotions between parents—what we moderns call love—motivated  
cooperation through the child’s most vulnerable phase. Since then, how 
hominins mate has kept changing.9 Early on, biological evolution contrib‑
uted to new emotions or body shapes that matched novel mating require‑
ments. Modern humans have been dependent on new culture. Different 
environments have required distinct ways of thinking and acting with regard 
to copulation and pair‑bonding. This process of change accelerated a millen‑
nium ago. The emergence of modernity required that the West develop and 
forge consensus around a line of new mating moralities. Antiquity’s heroic 
love gave way to medieval courtly and companionate love, which were 
superseded by modern libertine, romantic, and confluent love (Figure I.1).10

https://doi.org/10.4324/9781003499237-1


2  Introduction

Western Mating Regimes 

Authority: laudividnIylimaFpuorGniK
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The Magic Goblet (1841)
The Modern Breakthrough (1871–88)

The Serious Game (1912–2016)

Baby Jane (2005)

Sigurd and Malmö (2020s)

Figure I.1 � Changes in mating morality after the early‑second‑millennium Church 
dissolved Europe’s polygynous kinship societies. Years correspond to 
transitions in the Nordic region. Each consecutive ideology empow‑
ered women as individuals. Heroic love: A woman should submit to 
the greater warrior. Courtly love: A man should earn a woman’s con‑
sent through chivalrous behavior and reciprocal passion. Companion‑
ate love: Lifelong pair‑bonds informed by pragmatic concern. Libertine 
love: Pleasure‑seeking through uncommitted copulation. Romantic 
love: Individuals should follow their emotions and merge with a lifelong 
mate. Confluent love: A pair‑bond should last only for as long as both 
parties benefit. Queer love: Nonheteronormative mating and ideology. 
Dataist love: Artificial intelligence matches people and facilitates emo‑
tions. Global marriage pattern: A man around 30 years old marries a 
woman around 20, or both are around 20 and move in with his parents. 
European marriage pattern: After a period of resource accumulation, a 
woman around 25+ establishes a new household with a slightly older 
man. Modern marriage pattern: Based on emotion and individual choice, 
with increasing rates of marriage and premarital sex. Postmodern mar‑
riage pattern: Low marriage rate, frequent divorce, serial monogamy, 
high singledom and promiscuity, and collapsing fertility rates.

These ideologies of love underpinned very different mating regimes. To 
understand today’s dysfunctional dating markets, which contribute to the 
impending demographic collapse, we must understand how the post‑1968 
ideology of confluent love affects our thoughts and behavior. Through 
investigating our ancestors’ beliefs and practices, we gain insight into how 
we arrived at where we are today, and what our plausible options are for 
the future. In this study, I explore the Western mating moralities of the 
past millennium through analyzing illuminating works of fiction. Human 
communities use literature and other fictional formats to disseminate, and 
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also scrutinize, their norms and values for copulation and pair‑bonding. 
My literary analyses offer insights into the different mating moralities and 
the challenging transitions between them. I begin with the Icelandic sagas 
in Chapter 1, which engage the West’s First Sexual Revolution around 
1200.11 In Chapter 10, my exploratory journey ends with works from the 
2020s, which illuminate the challenges that must be solved by the upcom‑
ing Fourth Sexual Revolution. To set the stage for this investigation, the 
Introduction chapter covers the following: (1) the relationship between 
modernity and mating moralities; (2) how communities use fiction to 
update their beliefs; (3) how modern dating dysfunction marginalizes 
groups of men and women; (4) why an evolutionary perspective helps us 
understand sex and relationships; (5) the 6‑million‑year history of hominin 
mating; and (6) the fictional works I will analyze in the chapters ahead.

Mating Moralities and Modernity

A mating morality consists of the beliefs, values, and norms regarding 
sex, relationships, and reproduction around which a cultural region and 
its communities unite. I have selected Western moralities as my topic of 
study. These were not clearly defined, monolithic ideologies of love but 
comprised regional, local, and individual creeds that evolved across time. 
Non‑Western regions that today experience dropping fertility rates have 
mating moralities that are similar to those in the West, but these are not the 
focus of this book. A community’s mating beliefs and practices are intri‑
cately tied to their master‑narrative, which is the foundational story that 
ties together a community, makes them agree on how to interpret reality, 
and motivates their actions.12 A master‑narrative is “an overall account of 
things that enables people to find belief, pattern, and meaning in their expe‑
riences.”13 The influence goes both ways. Having, for instance, a Christian 
master‑narrative affects the content of a community’s mating morality. In 
the other direction, what an environment requires in order for mating to be 
functional affects the foundational beliefs of its inhabitants. Groups that 
are unable to reconcile mating requirements with their master‑narrative 
generate dysfunctional mating morality, which undermines a group’s func‑
tionality and, in the long run, threatens its existence.

How people engage erotically and romantically might not sound para‑
mount. From an evolutionary perspective, nothing is more important than 
reproduction. How this is facilitated is the foundation of every social order. 
Had the early‑second‑millennium Church not dissolved Europe’s polygy‑
nous kinship societies, the modern world would not have come about, at 
least not as it did.14 In antiquity, powerful men had been incentivized to 
compete throughout their adult life for additional women. Stark competi‑
tion drove a zero‑sum mentality that detracted from their communities’ 
cooperative capabilities. Polygynous woman-hoarding had also motivated 
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attacks on neighboring peoples to abduct their females. After the West’s 
First Sexual Revolution, a new way of life changed Europeans. Living in 
nuclear families, rather than tight‑knit kin groups, drove an increasingly 
individualistic psychology. Western thought became more abstract. Par‑
ents began to invest more in each child. As the centuries passed, a culture 
of cooperation, innovation, and progress took hold.

After six decades of scholarly investigation, a consensus is forming around 
modernity’s origin point being the abandoning of the polygynous mating 
regimes that had marked humanity’s agricultural period.15 Had medieval 
Europeans not transitioned to the monogamous feudal order,16 anthro‑
pologist Joseph Henrich argues—with troves of empirical evidence—the 
West would have had a historical trajectory similar to those of the world’s 
other regions, which did not lead to modernity.17 You probably would 
not be reading books on computer screens. The sexual egalitarianism that 
resulted from the Church’s imposition of lifelong monogamy—even on the 
most powerful of men18—drove a social stability and cultural psychology 
that helped the West outcompete and dominate the rest of the world.19 As 
I cover later in this chapter, this was not the first time a change in mating 
practices transformed the world.

Fiction Helps Us Update Our Beliefs

The coevolution of mating and modernity can be traced through works of 
fiction.20 An important function of literature, and other forms of fiction, has 
been to explore challenges to mating, suggest solutions, and disseminate 
agreed‑upon norms and values. This is a universal aspect of storytelling. 
Across cultures and time, communities have used fiction to impart on its 
members how to increase their status and attract a mate. Especially when 
transitioning between moralities, fiction can be central. In world literature’s 
oldest extant work, Gilgamesh (c. 2000 BC),21 the protagonist’s primary 
character flaw is his abusive mating practices, as he uses his royal power to 
have sex with his subjects’ brides. The main imperative of antiquity’s heroic 
love was that “a woman had to love the best warrior, even if he had killed 
her father or husband.”22 This ideology justified the rape and capture of 
female nonkin, such as when the Vikings pillaged their way through Europe. 
Gilgamesh does not oppose this ancient rape culture but suggests restricting 
its applicability. The epic poem promotes the ideal that even kings should 
not force themselves on female in‑group members. Three more millennia 
would pass before courtly love posited that it was unheroic for men to rape 
and hoard women, thus sanctifying female consent and monogamy.

New moralities have driven innovation in fictional formats as content 
and form have coevolved. Courtly love was disseminated through the medi‑
eval romance, which I investigate in Chapter 2. Another new format—the 
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modern novel—responded to the next momentous change in Western mat‑
ing, the Second Sexual Revolution of the mid‑eighteenth century. The feudal 
transition had transferred authority in matters of mating from one patri‑
archal structure to another: from the kin group to the family. Although 
individuals gained increasing influence, until the eighteenth century, par‑
ents arranged most marriages.23 By then, Western psychology had become 
so individualistic that a rapidly increasing number of young people felt 
entitled to make their own mating decisions. For many women, the result 
was catastrophic. More premarital sex contributed to a doubling, tripling, 
or quadrupling of unwanted pregnancies across Northwestern Europe.24 
Higher‑status men frequently seduced lower‑class women with promises of 
marriage, then left them to deal with pregnancies on their own.25 Instead 
of having parents arrange marriages of reason—in line with the ideals of 
companionate love26—individuals more often let their emotions decide. 
Since evolution had instilled in females a strong bias for the most attractive 
males,27 a mating regime of individual choice made women more vulnerable 
to the deception of the most compelling men. In Chapter 6, I study an exam‑
ple of how the modern novel warned women against predatory seducers.

The promise of universal self‑determination inherent in the Second 
Sexual Revolution only became a reality after the Third Sexual Revolu‑
tion of the 1960s, which I symbolically place in the culturally pivotal year 
of 1968. We could view the period 1750–1968 as the unfolding of one 
protracted revolution of individual choice. This process was no straight 
march toward the goal, but ebbed and flowed as its ideology and envi‑
ronment coevolved. In the late eighteenth century, libertine love played 
a similarly transitional role as courtly love had done in the Middle Ages. 
I refer to these two mating ideologies as cultural dissolvents. Those who 
embraced these high‑arousal moralities could not build social orders on 
them. The function of courtly love was primarily to counter heroic love, 
as companionate love came to inform most people’s mating. Libertine love 
fulfilled its function by undermining the pragmatism of companionate 
love. Once this purpose was achieved, romantic love reattached copulation 
to pair‑bonding, which contributed to a reduction in illegitimate births 
from the 1850s on.28 In the 1960s, post‑World War II prosperity and the 
contraceptive pill finally made it possible to universalize individual choice 
without many of the negative externalities that previous generations would 
have suffered. This radically novel environment facilitated that confluent 
love—which had been debated in Nordic fiction since 183929—became the 
hegemonic truth in matters of mating.

Romantic love typically had conceptualized men and women as incomplete 
halves who became whole through a pair‑bond meant to last for life. Sex was 
only justified within a heterosexual relationship of deep emotions. Confluent 
love empowered people to give in to a wider range of erotic and romantic 
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impulses. This ideology promotes that we should pair‑bond only for as long 
as both parties benefit emotionally or materially, then move on to singledom 
or a new relationship (confluence: come together).30 Singles are expected to 
engage in uncommitted copulation, as sex is seen as entertainment and an 
important source of well‑being. Social historian Edward Shorter wrote, a bit 
hyperbolically, that the Third Sexual Revolution was about “the hard sexual 
core, thinking eroticism most precious in what human relationships have to 
offer.”31 Both with regard to copulation and pair‑bonds, confluent love sanc‑
tifies convenience, reward, and individualistic self‑realization.

Empowering individuals to follow their emotions undid millennia of 
cultural adaptations to the agricultural lifestyle. Westerners returned to 
the mating for which Homo sapiens had evolved: serial pair‑bonding inter‑
spersed with opportunistic, short‑term relationships.32 Our hunter–gatherer 
ancestors had lived more freely—erotically and romantically—than our 
agricultural ones. Forager couples seem typically to have pair‑bonded until 
their offspring was old enough to progress to communal rearing within 
the forager band. With the hunter–gatherer mating cycle being around 
3–4 years, feelings of love needed not last longer. The agricultural age had 
imposed stricter demands. Since fields could not be split up and carried 
away in cases of divorce, farmers were incentivized to submit to the ideal 
of lifelong pair-bonding.33

Male and Female Marginalization on Modern Mating Markets

No longer bound to fields and able to afford divorce, twentieth‑century 
Westerners returned to serial monogamy. Effective contraceptives ushered 
in a golden age for uncommitted copulation, especially for the most attrac‑
tive men. The top percentile of men now report having had over a hundred 
sex partners.34 In the same neoliberal period during which freer markets 
drove economic stratification, similar dynamics drove mating stratification. 
The least attractive men are increasingly excluded from sex, relationships, 
and fatherhood. In our present century, past‑year sexual inactivity among 
young American men has risen to 31%.35 One survey indicated that virgin‑
ity among men under age 30 has risen to around 27%.36 Norwegian men 
with high salaries have a 90% chance of being pair‑bonded by age 40—
those with low salaries, a 40% chance.37 As women share high‑value men 
in temporal succession, an increasing number of low‑value men are pre‑
vented from having children.38 From 1985 to 2012, the number of Norwe‑
gian men who failed to reproduce by age 45 increased from 14% to 23%.39 
Three times as many men as women suffer involuntary childlessness.40

Such male marginalization has complex causes.41 One is that most 
Western women are no longer materially or morally dependent on being in 
a relationship. For around 4 million years—through forager, agricultural, 
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and industrial phases—females were strongly incentivized to pair‑bond 
with someone willing to provide for her and her children. David Buss, one 
of the founders of evolutionary psychology, emphasizes that, especially in 
the Nordic countries, women now have fewer material incentives to marry. 
With long maternity leave, subsidized daycare, and other forms of sup‑
port, “taxpayers effectively provide women with what partners otherwise 
would.”42 Such economic freedom—in combination with gender equal‑
ity, adherence to confluent love, and hypercompetitive dating markets—
influences women to increasingly channel mating opportunities to the 
top 5% of men, a group whose access to new sex partners has increased 
by 32%. The same American study showed an equivalent reduction in sex 
partners among the men at the bottom.43

Women discriminate between men more strongly because the modern 
environment empowers them to do so. After eons of patriarchal interference, 
Western females have regained the power of sexual selection.44 They are in 
a situation evocative of that of their early hominin forebears, who probably 
mated promiscuously, which motivated hominin females to channel repro‑
ductive opportunities mostly to the highest‑status males. That was more than 
4 million years ago. Since then, pair‑bonding has shaped our psychologies in 
a way that makes promiscuous mating less fulfilling, especially for women.45 
Humans generally desire relationships and tend to be happier when coupled 
up.46 Twenty‑first‑century women in the West may have gained practically 
unlimited sexual access to the most attractive men through digital and urban 
dating markets, but this has not been an unmitigated boon.

After dating apps were introduced, there was an increase in the propor‑
tion of men who suffered sexual inactivity, but women kept having sex at 
previous levels.47 This seems no longer to be the case. One study found 
that in the 2020s, past‑year sexual inactivity among American women 
increased to 32%.48 Considering the ease with which women can attract 
sex partners online,49 this sudden rise in female sexlessness seems to signal 
a deep discontent with modern mating. In recent years, female scholars and 
intellectuals have begun speaking out against the adverse consequences of 
the post‑1968 mating regime.50 The Third Sexual Revolution was meant 
to free both sexes from cultural oppression so that they could live out 
their innate desires. Instead, an increasing number of men and women are 
withdrawing from mating altogether: 57% of single Americans report not 
being interested in short‑ or long‑term mating (casual sex and relation‑
ships, respectively).51 The process toward pair‑bonding that began around 
4 million years ago is being reversed. In Norway, the proportion of people 
not in established relationships has increased to 33%.52 American studies 
attest to a similar decoupling.53 In Chapter 10, I investigate the social and 
psychological mechanisms that contribute to a growing number of invol‑
untary celibate men (incels) and involuntary single women (insings).54
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An Evolutionary Perspective on Mating

Central authors of the late‑nineteenth‑century literary movement the Mod‑
ern Breakthrough prophesied how a post‑romantic‑love mating regime 
would center on serial pair‑bonding and uncommitted copulation. Henrik 
Ibsen, Amalie Skram, August Strindberg, and other Scandinavian authors 
applied Darwinian perspectives to discern humanity’s mating nature. In 
Chapter 7, I show how these artists’ understanding of humans as evolved 
animals helped them see through the delusions of romantic love. To inves‑
tigate the negative externalities of confluent love—and the evolution of 
modern mating moralities—it is imperative that also I incorporate evolu‑
tionary perspectives. Humans are cultural beings, but our cultures build on 
biological predispositions; there are limits to how far human thought and 
behavior can be manipulated by ideology.55 That is not to say that biologi‑
cal determinism governs human destiny. Although I enrich my study with 
findings from the evolutionary sciences, my approach stands in opposition 
to the misguided interpretations of the social Darwinists who, in the late 
1800s and early 1900s, wreaked cultural havoc.56 A perspective of biocul‑
tural coevolution gives appropriate attention to the complex interactions 
between human nature and culture.57

Such an approach is especially useful with regard to mating, as repro‑
duction is the pivotal evolutionary practice. In the next section, I offer 
a journey through 6  million years of hominin mating to offer insights 
into how male and female mate preferences evolved and how these have 
informed changing social orders. This exploration takes us up to the 
Viking Age (750–1050), which seems to have been triggered by how elite 
woman‑hoarding had deprived low‑status men of mating. Recent evolu‑
tionary scholarship conceptualizes the early Vikings as murderous incels.58 
The Viking Age ends after all the Norse59—or almost all—submit to Euro‑
pean normalcy. The last Germanic tribe fled to Iceland to continue to live 
in a kinship society, leaving a testament to their centuries‑long transition 
to feudalism in their medieval world literature, the sagas. In Chapter 1, I 
examine how these thirteenth‑century stories—while partly glorifying the 
Vikings—argue against the imperatives of heroic love.

In each chapter, I employ evolutionary perspectives to analyze one or 
more works of fiction to investigate a particular phase of the Western pro‑
gression toward modern mating. I select made‑up stories as my subject 
matter for several reasons. There exists no monolithic version of courtly 
love or the other mating moralities. The terms I use broadly define large 
cultural movements within which existed a diversity of creeds that evolved 
across time. Figure I.1 offers no final truth on the evolution of Western 
mating; its typology is primarily meant to have heuristic value. Within 
this framework, I situate my ten evolutionary literary criticisms. Ideolo‑
gies of love are abstract entities of which we can speak only broadly. The 
ideology imbued in a work of fiction we can study in detail. In Chapter 2, 
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I investigate the functions of courtly love through analyzing one author’s 
distinct understanding of this ideology as it expresses itself in Tristrams 
saga (1226). In Chapter 6, I analyze Emilie Flygare‑Carlén’s version of 
romantic love, as she understood this ideology in the early 1840s.

This local and temporal specificity grounds my investigation of Western 
love. All of my case studies were composed by authors who conceptualized 
and dealt with their community’s specific challenges regarding copulation 
and pair‑bonding. My analysis of their works illustrates how central litera‑
ture and other forms of storytelling have been for the evolution of mating. 
This approach allows me not only to investigate the progression of Western 
mating—as experienced in a distinct cultural region—but to deepen our 
understanding of central literary works and movements. For instance, I 
show in Chapter 4 how a proper conceptualization of the stakes of the 
eighteenth century compels us to revalue Scandinavia’s premier Enlighten‑
ment figure, Ludvig Holberg, both in terms of his imaginative character as a 
playwright and originality as a thinker. Similarly, positioning Carl Michael 
Bellman—the Shakespeare and Mozart of drinking songs—at the eruption 
of the Second Sexual Revolution opens our eyes to his profound social 
engagement and helps us contextualize his concern for female suffering.

Nordic literary history offers excellent case studies. From the sagas to 
our present era’s novels and TV series, the relationship between the sexes 
and their mating practices has inspired groundbreaking, influential sto‑
ries. As my presentation of case studies at the end of this chapter shows, 
certain works and literary movements uniquely illuminate the evolution 
of Western mating. Another factor that makes me focus on the Nordic 
region is that these countries have led the world in gender equality.60 Their 
use of literature to explore uncharted mating territory has resulted in a 
trove of insightful works. Had I chosen fiction from a variety of regions, 
I could more distinctively have illustrated cross‑culturally universal mecha‑
nisms but not narrative continuity. By selecting works from one culturally 
integrated part of the world, I show how communities build on previous 
beliefs and debates when they discuss the present and negotiate the future. 
This approach illustrates the utility of knowing our past. Through the next 
ten chapters, my journey through fiction offers access to the mental worlds 
of those who struggled with ideological transitions evocative of the ones 
we face today. By investigating how a starting point of heroic love evolved 
to become today’s confluent love, we gain a deeper understanding of how 
our present era’s mating dysfunction came to be and how our ancestors 
overcame challenges similar to ours.

Promiscuous, Polygynous, and Monogamous Mating

Around 6  million years ago, our last common ancestor with chim‑
panzees probably lived in groups of males and females who mated 
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promiscuously.61 Pair‑bonding is practiced by 29% of primate species, but 
since chimps and bonobos are not among these, neither was probably our 
last common ancestor. There have been relatively few transitions away 
from pair‑bonding once it has evolved.62 In promiscuous regimes, the 
male mostly contributes sperm, while the female cares for the offspring. 
Individuals are free to copulate, but high‑status males are favored for 
reproduction.63 Such an alliance between females and high‑status males 
is the most common reproductive strategy for vertebrates. By selecting 
males who outcompete others, females spread through the population 
whichever genes are more functional in a certain environment. The homi‑
nin starting point thus instilled in females an attraction to the most suc‑
cessful males.

Over the next millions of years, a second attraction system evolved as 
biparental care and pair‑bonding coevolved with a growing period of off‑
spring dependence. Ecological changes enhanced the benefit of parental 
cooperation.64 Access to energy‑rich, hard‑to‑get food made male provi‑
sioning an increasingly beneficial strategy.65 The leading hypothesis is that 
superior males became less promiscuous, instead keeping harems to secure 
that the females they provided for did not get pregnant with other males.66 
Parents cooperating to keep infants alive contributed to how, across eons, 
feelings evolved that motivated relationships evocative of those humans 
have today.67 Like many other pair‑bonding species, hominins developed a 
neurobiological capacity for selective social attachment facilitated by mes‑
olimbic dopamine pathways and social neuropeptides like oxytocin and 
vasopressin—or expressed more simply, they began to love each other.68 
This transition to polygynous mating offered females copulation with suc‑
cessful males as well as their paternal investment.

As our increasingly brainy ancestors required more calories, each indi‑
vidual needed a larger area to forage, causing females to be more spread 
out.69 This was one of several ecological pressures that likely drove the 
transition from polygyny to monogamy, as it became too costly to guard 
and provide for a multitude of females and their offspring. A male could 
only defend so much territory, and if this area could provide but for one 
nuclear family, polygyny was no longer a viable strategy. Concurrently, 
new tools and weapons equalized differences in strength, allowing inferior 
males more effectively to challenge mate‑hoarders.70 Judging by canines 
and sexual dimorphism,71 by the emergence of the genus Homo around 
2 million years ago, monogamous pair‑bonds had become the norm. We 
do not know for how many million years hominins predominantly mated 
under a polygynous regime, but this originary period instilled in females a 
bias for pair‑bonding with superior males (Figure I.2).

An alternative hypothesis is that the transition to pair‑bonding was 
driven by low‑status males changing their courting strategy and female 
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responses to such innovation. Theoretical biologist Sergey Gavrilets rejects 
the notion that pair‑bonding could have evolved as a result of high‑status 
males’ provisioning or mate guarding. Promiscuous breeding would have 
remained more profitable in terms of leaving a large genetic legacy.73 
Gavrilets proposes that low‑status males took advantage of a niche that 
opened up as the development period of offspring grew, doubling over the 
past 4 million years.74 By offering resources in return for sexual access and 
exclusivity, previously marginalized males could increasingly outcompete 
dominant males only willing to copulate. Females faced a trade‑off. They 
could mate with those males to whom their ancestors’ promiscuous past 
had made them affectively drawn—or select less compelling males willing 
to be generous. From this perspective, romantic love—our second attrac‑
tion system, an addition to the promiscuous one—evolved to motivate 
females to have sex also with lower‑value males. Thus, male provision‑
ing and female fidelity coevolved in a self‑reinforcing manner. Eventually, 
only very elite males would benefit from a promiscuous strategy. Gavrilets 
predicts that it would not make sense for females to exclusively pair‑bond, 
as the genes of a superior male could trump access to the resources of a 
lower‑status male.

This process of hominin self‑domestication played itself out over mil‑
lions of years, until Homo communities comprised pairs of provisioning 
males and largely faithful females, in addition to a small number of polygy‑
nists and promiscuous maters. Although monogamous pair‑bonds became 
the Homo norm, having two attraction systems left our hearts divided—to 
put it a bit poetically. A male bias for polygyny and promiscuity seems 
not to have been selected against.75 Male foragers may have had limited 
capacity for accumulating females but faced little pressure for not wanting 
to do so. Similarly, females concluded that provisioning low‑status males 
mostly offered the better deal, but faced little pressure for not desiring a 
higher‑status mate. Women too retained a bias for polygyny in certain envi‑
ronments, as it can be more adaptive to be the second wife or fourth con‑
cubine of a man with abundant resources rather than have exclusive access 
to a man who struggles to feed his family.76 After the spread of agriculture, 
these biases expressed themselves in, at times, extreme woman‑hoarding. 

Hominin Ma ng ti
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promiscuous polygynous monogamous

Figure I.2 � A possible evolution of mating practices. Global pattern from 6 million 
years ago until the Middle Ages, then Western.72
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The ethnographic record shows that around 90% of hunter–gatherer socie‑
ties practiced polygyny, but elite foragers can rarely provide for more than 
four wives.77 Agricultural surpluses and large herds allowed powerful men 
to build harems that made their elite Great Ape ancestors seem prudish.78

Farming transformed mating, facilitating high levels of polygyny and 
incentivizing life‑long pair‑bonds. Once the best agricultural land was 
taken, a new, seemingly bizarre mating regime transformed the world. 
A 2015 study of ancient DNA shocked scientists.79 From 7000 to 5000 
years ago, Y chromosome diversity diminished by 95%. While female gene 
diversity increased in line with the population growth, 19 of 20 males dis‑
appeared from the genetic record. The researchers thought extreme levels 
of polygyny were to blame. Early agriculturalist patriarchs might simply 
have hoarded all the available women, and this became the uniform prac‑
tice everywhere agriculture took hold. The DNA record suggested that in 
the most iniquitous environments, the male‑to‑female breeding ratio was 
1:17. To achieve such numbers—knowing Homo sapiens’ propensity for 
clandestine extrapair copulation—the patriarch would have had to cas‑
trate pretty much every other male.

What we know about human psychology and social organization makes 
this hypothesis implausible. Such a regime would be very unstable. Non‑
breeding men would be strongly incentivized to revolt. It would also not 
make evolutionary sense for the patriarch to castrate males in the next 
generation, perhaps all of whom would be his sons. In 2018, a new main 
hypothesis was established, one that reflects no more pleasantly on Homo 
sapiens’ mating propensities.80 Farming had not only changed how we 
mated, but dramatically increased our populations. With no more land to 
break, a kin group’s most obvious means for continued growth was to con‑
quer neighboring fields. For two millennia, the hegemonic practice seems 
to have been intertribal warfare with systematic annihilation, or castra‑
tion, of every defeated male, followed by impregnation of the conquered 
females. Those kin groups who refrained from, or failed at, such practices 
mostly had their Y chromosomes wiped from the genetic record.81

After two millennia of embracing a mating morality that justified uni‑
versal genocide and rape, our agriculturalist forebears transitioned to new 
beliefs. They convinced themselves that some men were so divine that 
even nonkin should submit to their leadership.82 Such ideology made pos‑
sible social organization at a higher level than the kin group, which was 
a competitive strategy. Y chromosome diversity grew. Instead of murder‑
ing all nonrelated males, defeated men could be kept as slaves, or turned 
into allies. Adding levels of social complexity increased the size of waring 
groups where such organization took hold, but the kin group remained 
the dominant social unit. This epoch’s heroic love justified that men con‑
tinue to impregnate conquered women to grow their tribe, as patriarchal 
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ideology emphasized the male bloodline. Through this era of rampant war‑
fare and intertribal raiding, women had to be prepared—if they wanted a 
chance to live and protect their children—to submit sexually and socially 
to their husband’s murderer or his allies. Skeletal remains attest to this 
rape culture. David Buss writes that in graves after war, there is “a strik‑
ing absence of skeletons of reproductive‑age females.” Written and other 
cross‑cultural evidence substantiate that these women “were captured for‑
cibly during warfare for sexual or marital ends.”83

Tales of Love from Vikings to Tinder

From our present perspective, it is challenging to relate to how our tribal 
ancestors mated. This has been the case since medieval times. In Chapter 1, 
I investigate how Icelandic saga authors critically engage with their ances‑
tors’ mating practices. The sagas partly aggrandize the violent heroics of 
pre‑Christian Norsemen. Some authors even cede that the sexual practices 
promoted by heroic love could appeal to male psychology. There is some 
mention of polygyny and sexual slavery, but with such low frequency, 
and often in a tone so apologetic, that it comes across as whitewashing. 
Both with regard to violence and mating, their ancestors’ behaviors are 
portrayed to belong in a bygone era. I identify a narrative device that dis‑
courages practices related to polygynous mating. Several authors use their 
saga’s very structure to promote a monogamy‑aligned bachelor phase. Suc‑
cessful Vikings would have been incentivized to spend decades pursuing 
additional mates. Their fictional counterparts are given only a few years 
to amass wealth and status before they must settle down and marry one 
woman for life. Those who extend their bachelor phase are severely pun‑
ished. Many sagas portray as antisocial the men who prefer adventure and 
brotherhood rather than submit to the feudal ideal of lifelong monogamy.

The Icelandic sagas I study argue against heroic love but not for courtly 
love. To convince his aristocratic warriors of the immorality of raping their 
enemies’ women, King Hákon of Norway commissioned a Norse version 
of the Tristan legend. Tristrams saga ok Ísöndar (1226)84 is the only extant 
complete version from the formative period of the courtly branch of the 
romance of Tristan and Iseult, “the quintessential love story of the Middle 
Ages.”85 My interpretation of this unique work attests to the coevolution 
of mating and modernity. Courtly love functioned as a bridge between 
mating regimes but also promoted the main social ideals that would come 
to define WEIRD cultures (Western, Educated, Industrialized, Rich, Dem‑
ocratic).86 Kinship societies had been undergirded by interpersonal trust 
among relatives. To thrive, feudal Europe required impersonal trust among 
strangers united by the Christian master‑narrative. Tristram, the courtly 
knight, prospers because he embodies the impersonal prosociality87 of the 
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new mobile, educated, and transculturally inclusive European individual.88 
I argue that his demise primarily should be understood as punishment for 
having had multiple mates.

The Unfaithful Wife (Den utro hustru, c.  1500)89 offers an excep‑
tional perspective on the pragmatism of companionate love. The school 
play combines humanistic storytelling with fifteenth‑century sexual 
permissiveness, a convergence that only occurred in Scandinavia. The 
region’s sole Shrovetide farce that survived post‑Reformation book 
burnings conveys how marginalized apprentices experienced the era’s 
mating markets. A defining feature of postkinship‑society mating was 
the European Marriage Pattern (EMP) and its nuptial valve. No longer 
living in kin groups, most young people had to accumulate resources 
before they could acquire their own independent households. Women’s 
marriage age was thus pushed up to the late 20s.90 A shorter reproduc‑
tive period helped Europeans avoid Malthusian crises,91 but it relegated 
youth to more than a decade of postpuberty celibacy. Such a restriction 
aligns poorly with human nature. To the low‑status men hoping to par‑
ticipate in the looser sex culture of the post‑Plague era, the anonymous 
playwright conveys that courtly love offers poor guidance. It is a myth 
that a truelove awaits you, as the distribution of mating opportunities is 
informed by status. The play’s narrative sympathizes with the plight of 
urban incels, but encourages them to be patient and accept the impera‑
tives of the EMP. Through connecting short‑term mating to witchcraft, 
The Unfaithful Wife portrays as antisocial those who seek anything but 
a lifelong pair‑bond.

Ludvig Holberg founded modern Scandinavian drama with comedies 
that are still among the region’s most beloved. Reading these in the context 
of the Second Sexual Revolution reveals that Holberg—contrary to com‑
mon criticism—was not an unoriginal thinker and playwright. By situat‑
ing his works at the tail end of the EMP, I show Holberg’s remarkable 
prescience with regard to modern mating. From 1722 on, he dramatized 
the new morality of individual choice that was spearheaded by domestic 
servants, the largest group deprived of mating by the EMP. His plays sup‑
port the emerging ideology of romantic love but warn against the pitfalls 
Holberg thought would manifest themselves after the upcoming revolu‑
tion. He anticipates that market logic applied to gender relations will moti‑
vate a further moral transformation to an ideology evocative of confluent 
love. Affluent people becoming more drawn to mate with each other would 
worsen economic inequalities, he predicted, which would further a process 
of marginalization that would disincentivize reproduction.

Carl Michael Bellman has been praised as Scandinavia’s greatest poet.92 
His songs have been compared to the literature of Shakespeare and Dick‑
ens and the paintings of Hogarth and Rembrandt. His English‑standard 
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biographer calls him “the Mozart of Swedish poetry” and “the greatest 
of all song‑writers, in any language.”93 With his magnus opus, Fredman’s 
Epistles (Fredmans epistlar, 1790),94 Bellman transformed drinking songs 
into world literature. These remain among Sweden’s most cherished songs, 
but their sanctification of uncommitted sex and devaluation of marriage 
have puzzled critics. The majority of the 82 epistles were written in 1770–
1772, just as the Second Sexual Revolution reached Scandinavia.95 I argue 
that Bellman’s masterpiece offers more illuminating insights into the transi‑
tional ideology of libertine love than any other artistic work. His early epis‑
tles portray sex as such a wonderful source of intoxication that individuals 
should have the right to copulate irrespective of social implications. Later 
epistles center on the horrific consequences this ideology would have for 
women. After 20 years of composition, Bellman retires his libertine ethos 
in a manner that points toward the romantic one that would supersede it.

Emilie Flygare‑Carlén was probably Sweden’s best‑selling nineteenth‑
century novelist, home and abroad. Her more than 20 novels scrutinize 
mating from a perspective that later critics found too conservative, con‑
veyed through formats that were too commercial. Her strong suit was the 
psychological depth with which she engaged her era’s negotiation between 
mating moralities. In The Magic Goblet (Kyrkoinvigningen i Hammarby, 
1840–1841),96 Flygare‑Carlén shows how the hegemonic creed of roman‑
tic love makes socially subjugated women vulnerable to predatory seduc‑
ers. The Romantics’ idealization of deep emotion contributed to fewer 
unwanted pregnancies but compelled women to obsess with the small num‑
ber of men who are capable of arousing the strongest erotic and romantic 
affect. This Gothic romance’s Don Juan‑like hero‑villain has a personality 
marked by Dark Triad traits, a combination of narcissism, psychopathy, 
and Machiavellianism.97 Such men’s antisocial deception is easier to get 
away with on modernity’s large, mobile mating markets. The Magic Gob‑
let conveys why these men come across as so irresistible, especially within 
a mating regime that portrays emotion as truth.

The Modern Breakthrough was Scandinavia’s greatest contribution to 
world literature since the sagas. When A Doll’s House (Et dukkehjem, 
1879)98 ends with “the door slam heard round the world,” Nora shuts the 
door on romantic love. She embraces a core imperative of confluent love: 
individualistic self‑realization. Henrik Ibsen became the father of modern 
drama, and Nora abandoning her family became the inflection point for 
a literary contestation over tomorrow’s mating morality. Inspired by the 
era’s Darwinism, the men and women of the Modern Breakthrough sought 
to uncover the reality of Homo sapiens’ evolved mating nature. Each inter‑
preted Darwin to fit their own agenda, suggesting naturalistic understand‑
ings of “free love” and “true marriage,” some of which were laughable 
while others landed authors in prison. My investigation of their works 
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reveals that the most prescient author was Hans Jæger, “the rabid dog” 
of the Kristiania Bohemians and the most infamous man of the Modern 
Breakthrough.

After Nora slammed the door to transform herself into what would 
be termed the New Woman, what should men do? Romantic love had 
portrayed the sexes as complementary halves who should merge into a 
whole and self‑realize through the breadwinner‑housewife model. Hjalmar 
Söderberg’s oeuvre explores who the New Man should be as a response to 
women’s legal, sexual, and existential empowerment. The Serious Game 
(Den allvarsamma leken, 1912),99 famously praised as Sweden’s only 
important love novel, centers on how the transition toward confluent love 
triggers a crisis for women, whose response compels also men to search 
for a new identity. Söderberg offers insights into why confluent love con‑
tributes to singledom and promiscuity while disincentivizing reproduction. 
I analyze three film adaptations (1945, 1977, and 2016) and one parallel 
novel (1973), which explore the consequences of this new mating ideology 
as it transforms modern Sweden.100

Confluent love opened up for the social acceptance of gay love. Much 
queer literature employed this ideology to argue for the equality—or even 
supremacy—of same‑sex eroticism and romance. With compatibility replac‑
ing complementariness as the highest partner ideal, mating with someone 
of the same sex came to break less with mainstream ideology. Building 
on the queer tradition, Sofi Oksanen, Finland’s most accomplished living 
author,101 stages a further evolution of mating morality. She imbues Baby 
Jane (2005)102 with what I term lesbian heroic love, a seemingly suprema‑
cist ethos which inverts antiquity’s patriarchal mating ideology. The nov‑
el’s protagonist couple dehumanize heterosexual men to justify their own 
economic exploitation of them. I argue that Oksanen seeks not to promote 
female or queer supremacism. She indicts how our era’s increasing mar‑
ketization of mating motivates people, straight and queer, to exploit each 
other in a manner that reduces human well‑being. I view Baby Jane’s queer 
ideology not to offer a moral foundation for a new social order; it func‑
tions as a cultural dissolvent meant to undermine people’s belief in conflu‑
ent love. The purpose behind this dystopian novel seems to be to open up 
for more functional mating in the twenty‑first century.

Certain groups of men and women are increasingly marginalized on 
today’s mating markets. Through juxtaposing a Norwegian TV series with 
a Swedish novel, I compare the distinct challenges faced by the sexes. Sigurd 
Can’t Get Laid (Sigurd fåkke pult, 2020–2022)103 turns into cringe com‑
edy how hypercompetitive mating markets relegate men with the lowest 
mate value to involuntary celibacy (incels). Amanda Romare’s partly auto‑
biographical Half of Malmö Consists of Guys Who Dumped Me (Halva 
Malmö består av killar som dumpat mig, 2021)104 dramatizes the adverse 
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consequences some women suffer as a result of having practically unlim‑
ited access to serial dating and casual sex with the most attractive men. 
Being able to select from an abundance of higher‑value men on short‑term 
markets can leave some women unable to calibrate their long‑term mating 
strategies. Emotional mismatch, conflicting desires, and the economics of 
dating apps contribute to how an increasing number of women are rel‑
egated to involuntary singledom (insings). These two fictional works offer 
insights into why an alarming number of youths are opting out of both 
long‑ and short‑term mating.105 The TV series suggests that the solution 
is that men better themselves. The novel argues that dating technologies 
like Tinder have trapped the sexes, in particular women, in an inescapable 
“shit barrel” of addiction and exploitation. To progress past the contem‑
porary debate of “men vs. women” with regard to victimization, I use 
these fictional case studies to dissect power differentials on short‑ and 
long‑term markets.

In the Conclusion chapter, I sum up the insights gleaned through this 
800‑year journey through fiction, suggesting how these inform our present‑day 
malaise. The First Sexual Revolution set everything in motion, but the pivotal 
change was the Second Sexual Revolution granting the highest authority in 
matters of mating to individuals. Young Homo sapiens have generally not 
been free to choose their own mates. Parental meddling, to various extents, 
was a human universal.106 Today’s dysfunction stems from Western societies 
not having found the norms and values that could reconcile individual choice 
with communal needs. The utopia of confluent love was that freeing women 
and men from cultural oppression would allow them to live out their desires, 
which would increase human well‑being and underpin better societies. After 
more than half a century’s hegemony, this mating regime seems now to be 
peaking, similar to how the romantic regime peaked in the 1950s. Like peo‑
ple did then, we are discovering that the utopia of our mating morality is 
precisely that, a utopia, one that will not deliver on its promise.

When our cultural beliefs have played themselves out, it is typically time 
to unite around new ones. I end by sharing how a handful of Nordic sci‑fi 
narratives envision the future of mating. These tales attest to why our 
era’s Fourth Industrial Revolution is likely to bring about a Fourth Sexual 
Revolution, one of artificially intelligent sex robots, AI‑driven matching 
services, and gene‑edited reproduction, just to mention a few predicted 
innovations. I argue for why tomorrow’s mating ideology might be con‑
ceptualized as dataist love. Such a morality would transfer authority in 
matters of mating from human individuals to a machine that is meant to 
understand our emotions better than we do. I place the emergence of data‑
ist love symbolically in the year 2029. As with all the ideological transi‑
tions in this study, the Fourth Sexual Revolution will build on millions of 
years of biological evolution and millennia of cultural adaptations. If we 
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gain a better understanding of how today’s beliefs and practices came to 
be, this could contribute to a more productive process as we develop a new 
ideology of love, one more fit for tomorrow’s environment, and hopefully 
with a higher chance of contributing to good lives for more people.
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1	 Exiting Heroic Love
Monogamous Indoctrination in 
the Icelandic Sagas (1200s)

The Icelandic sagas try to instill in superior males a belief in the virtu‑
ousness of a sexually exclusive, lifelong relationship with one woman. In 
the preceding millennia, successful men had typically pursued new sex 
partners throughout their adult life, but a transforming Europe required 
dramatically different mating practices. The Saga of Björn (Bjarnar saga 
Hítdœlakappa)1 offers an illuminating example of how communities use 
fiction to promote new ideals. Björn, the protagonist, is a highly capable 
teenager whose life looks promising but also perilous. He was fortunate to 
be born into Iceland’s class of elite farmers. Björn is in love with Oddny, 
a girl with exceptionally high mate value, and she also loves him. But for 
their engagement to result in marriage, the young man must prove his 
mettle as a Viking in turn‑of‑the‑millennium Europe. He is given precisely 
three years to amass the status and wealth necessary to position himself as 
an elite farmer worthy of a lifelong monogamous pair‑bond with someone 
like Oddly. His saga, written around two centuries later, describes what 
transpires next.

Plausibly, a man named Björn was born around 989 and had a life tra‑
jectory similar to that which his saga turns into a captivating drama. But 
important aspects of Björn’s reality would have been different from the one 
the saga author stages, especially with regard to mating. A generation after 
Björn’s demise, the Church began a sweeping theological and legal trans‑
formation, the Gregorian Reform (1050–1200).2 This regime, the West’s 
First Sexual Revolution, let the Church seize power over marriages and 
people’s sexual behavior. The clergy understood the foundational impor‑
tance of mating. “Women embody the most important resource over which 
men compete,” writes David Buss.3 Through wresting control over this 
domain, the Church gained leverage over powerful men. Europe’s tribes 
were dissolved through the prohibition of cousin marriage and new rules 
for ownership and inheritance. Lifelong monogamy became the only 
acceptable frame for copulation and reproduction; not even the most supe‑
rior of men should have any woman on the side. We do not know exactly 
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why the Church convinced itself of the sanctity of these historically unu‑
sual Marriage and Family Practices (MPFs), but the MFPs set in motion a 
psychological‑institutional coevolution that underpinned modernity.4

As Church’s MFPs broke so dramatically with the MFPs of previous 
epochs, it took centuries to convince populations to mate according to the new 
norms. In the next chapter, I investigate how medieval romances compelled 
Europeans to embrace a new sociality that included sophisticated courtship 
to elicit female consent. The Icelandic sagas of the thirteenth century offer 
something else: a critical engagement with antiquity’s heroic love. Their nar‑
ratives are firmly planted in the Norse kinship era, the Saga Age, which runs 
from the settlement of Iceland around 870 until around 1030, a generation 
after Iceland turned to Christendom. This barren island in the North Atlan‑
tic remained a European anomaly, a proto‑democratic anarchy that resisted 
feudalism, so that the last Germanic tribe could continue to organize as kin 
groups.5 In the 1200s, the threat of all‑out civil war incentivized Icelanders to 
join European normalcy, which they did in 1262 by accepting King Hákon 
of Norway as their feudal sovereign. Throughout this century, Icelanders 
turned their rich oral story tradition into world literature—prose in the ver‑
nacular written on calf skins.6 These stories helped them discuss whether 
to risk regressing toward their ancestors’ Viking morality or complete their 
centuries‑long transition to Christian feudalism.

Much scholarship has focused on the political and cultural aspects of this 
process.7 In this chapter, I investigate the mating aspects; more specifically, 
how the sagas engage the pivotal changes of the First Sexual Revolution.8 
The Saga of Björn is not unique in centering its narrative on a bachelor 
period with a clear temporal restriction. Several young saga characters are 
given typically three years to demonstrate their superiority before lifelong 
monogamy awaits. The purpose of these waiting periods can be premar‑
riage money‑raising, glory amassment, the earning of a chieftainship, or to 
function as a time‑out for berserks and other unmarried troublemakers. 
Commonly, if these men overextend their adventures, the narrative pun‑
ishes them with death. The actual turn‑of‑the‑millennium Norsemen would 
not have conceptualized bachelorhood as a distinct period of time meant 
to end in monogamy. Plausibly, the story of Björn—the accomplished Ice‑
landic Viking—had been shaped by changing cultural preferences through 
two centuries of oral transmission. The Christian saga author used what 
was passed down as raw material for his own literary composition but, 
like other composers of sagas, felt that his version should promote Church 
MFPs.

But why would it be so central that young men promptly end the period 
during which they accumulate wealth and status? Could not the allotted 
three years just be a narrative device, a ticking clock that provides tension? 
In the following, I analyze a line of sagas which, I argue, attest to how it 



Exiting Heroic Love  29

was a paramount concern for saga authors to argue against their ancestors’ 
MFPs—which had been justified by the ideology of heroic love—and for 
Church MFPs, primarily understood as lifelong monogamy commissioned 
by God. Today’s critics mostly agree that the sagas’ thematic arguments 
align with an embrace of feudalism.9 I will show how a universal adher‑
ence to this era’s new mating practices—to restrain the woman‑hoarding 
of powerful men—was understood as integral to the feudal transition.

All the King’s Women

Polygyny has a math problem. When high‑status men hoard wives, concu‑
bines,10 and sex slaves,11 some, many, or all low‑status men are left with‑
out mate prospects. The greater a society’s proportion of such incels, the 
greater the risk for social instability. The ethnographic record shows a 
strong correlation between crime and a society’s percentage of unmarried 
men. Polygynous societies suffer more rape, murder, theft, prostitution, and 
sexual slavery.12 Mating stratification seems to have been strong in Late 
Iron Age Scandinavia. Viking archeologists Ben Raffield and Neil Price, 
and evolutionary anthropologist Mark Collard, conclude that the Viking 
Age (750–1050) likely was triggered by a dramatically skewed operational 
sex ratio, a term for the ratio of men and women available to mate.13 
When new boat technology, weakened European powers, and other condi‑
tions permitted the raiding of Europe,14 Norse incels eagerly grabbed for 
their oars and swords to acquire the status and wealth necessary to qualify 
for the domestic marriage market—and while doing so, capture foreign 
women for short‑ and long‑term mating.

To us moderns, such practices are atrocious, but many of our ances‑
tors viewed raiding as a natural way of life. Even foragers are known to 
sometimes capture the women of neighboring tribes. Vikings and Mongols 
are mostly infamous for temporal reasons. Modern medievalists came to 
reject that the Viking Age was trigged by polygyny.15 Contemporary histo‑
rians had not. Dudo of Saint‑Quentin (c. 965–1043) wrote that an excess 
of unmarried men led to the Norse plundering of Europe.16 This was a 
common conclusion as late as with William Camden’s sixteenth‑century  
Britannia.17 In 1988, when Carol Clover explored the social conse‑
quences of the era’s female shortage, she did so “emphatically not to sug‑
gest that the Viking Age came about because men went out looking for 
women.”18 Scholars have begun to study more judiciously the implications 
of antiquity’s polygynous mating regimes. In 2008, James Barrett made 
a strong case for the Viking Age having been a result of “bands of ‘sur‑
plus’ young men (perhaps resulting from selective female infanticide) in 
need of bride‑wealth.” He rejected the common explanations of “techno‑
logical, climatic, or economic determinism . . . ‘overpopulation’ [and] the 
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lure of weak neighbors.”19 The findings of Raffield et al. support Barrett’s 
conclusions.

Björn, our Icelandic Viking, would have lived in an era when successful 
men were driven to accumulate women. For millions of years, male psy‑
chology had been shaped by how males with an appetite for polygyny left 
a larger genetic legacy than those content with—or only able to—breed 
with a single female, or no female at all. Björn lived late in the Viking 
Age, but contemporary sources attest to how Christian influence had not 
brought rapid changes in mating behavior. In the eleventh century, Adam 
of Bremen wrote that Swedish men had two or more wives, depending on 
the man’s means. Rich men and princes had many more.20 In the previous 
century, Ibn Fadlan reported that a Rus Viking king kept 40 concubines 
to himself and rewarded his 400 personal warriors with two slave girls 
each. He described how the Vikings sold enslaved women primarily as 
sex objects.21 King Harald Fairhair (c.  850–932) had—according to his 
own saga—so many wives that he had to rid himself of nine of them. In 
addition, he had concubines.22 Ninth‑century Hrafnsmál reports that King 
Harald rewarded his warriors with slave girls from the east.23 Such sexual 
hospitality was a way for powerful men to regulate female sexuality so that 
it became a resource that could be drawn on when it was “politically useful 
to grant sexual access to female slaves or even family members.”24

This patriarchal order had many and far‑reaching consequences. 
Low‑status males would be incentivized to take big risks to enter the mat‑
ing market. Their zero‑sum mentality would drive “greater violence and 
more crime.” High‑status males were “motivated to shift [their] time and 
energy away from investing in [their] current wife and her children to 
instead apply it to obtaining additional wives.” In the later monogamous 
social order, such men would be

more likely to settle for smaller, incremental improvements in [their] 
status or wealth, and to apply these to investing in [their] current wife 
and children. Thus the evolutionary payoffs to status‑climbing in polyg‑
ynous societies are much greater than in monogamous societies, even 
for higher‑status married men.25

Capable men like Björn had not been incentivized to prove their mettle for 
a few years, then settle down with the best woman they could earn. They 
were evolutionarily, culturally, and psychologically incentivized to com‑
pete throughout their life for sexual access to new women. Such intramale 
competition affected individual and cultural psychology. The First Sexual 
Revolution would transform Western endocrinology, as “monogamous 
marriage suppresses men’s competitiveness, risk‑taking, and revenge‑seeking  
while increasing their impersonal trust and self‑regulation.”26
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The sagas chronicle this interior transformation. Tellingly, in the 
high‑testosterone environment of the Viking Age, crying was “not consid‑
ered masculine.”27 This was an ancient norm. In AD 98, Tacitus wrote that 
Germanic tribes “soon had done with tears and laments.”28 In the 1070s, 
Adam von Bremen wrote that tears are “so much abominated that one 
may weep neither over his sins nor over his beloved dead.”29 By the 1200s, 
Norse interiority had changed. The competitive pressure that the polygy‑
nous order had placed upon men came to be “imagined as something of a 
burden.”30 Church MFPs had gained such influence that “the old type of 
masculinity is now coded as anti‑social.”31 In a scene that reads as both 
odd and touching, the New Man of the First Sexual Revolution is inaugu‑
rated in The Saga of the People of Laxardal (Laxdæla saga), as Thorstein 
ends the cross‑generational narrative by letting “the servant woman [see] 
the tears streaming from his eyes.”32

Similar psychological transformations mark the final chapters of many 
sagas. The Saga of Cormac the Skald (Kormáks saga) lets its eponymous 
protagonist understand that the core tenet of heroic love—that the woman 
belongs to the greater warrior—should be abandoned. Kormak is in love 
with Steingerd, who is married but gets kidnapped by a Viking. When 
Kormak frees her by murdering the Viking, Steingerd’s husband offers her 
to Kormak since “he had pursued her like a man.” Steingerd proves herself 
to be a woman of the new age, as she refuses to “exchange one knife for 
another.”33 Kormak accepts that his martial superiority does not entitle 
him to her love, but he remains incapable of adapting to a new morality. 
He returns to raiding, only to be murdered by a giant, a forest creature 
with a troll’s strength. Being killed by a pre‑Christian monster seems a fit‑
ting end for a man whose morality is stuck in the same epoch.34

The Saga of the Jomsvikings (Jómsvíkinga saga)35 offers another transi‑
tional tale, one that dares convey how compelling the previous era’s mat‑
ing regime must have been to aspects of male psychology. Homo sapiens 
did not evolve in monogamous nuclear families, each in their own abode. 
Brotherhood, risky adventures, and sexually conquering the women of 
non‑kin were common aspects in the lives of many of our male ancestors. 
The way in which these practices are described early in the narrative can 
make The Saga of the Jomsvikings an uncomfortable read. The author 
adds an appropriately Christian ending, but we can imagine which parts of 
the narrative were more alluring during the centuries when this story was 
transmitted orally. Building on historical fact but with considerable imagi‑
nation, the saga describes a fortified coastal base that fits 360 longships—
an irresistible draw on bachelors from across the Norse world. In the 
Viking utopia of Jómsborg, bachelorhood does not last three years, as men 
keep raiding until they turn 50. Brotherhood is the new kinship, fear is not 
permitted, and looted goods are communal property. Church MFPs are 
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nowhere to be found. Women are prohibited inside the walls of Jómsborg, 
as they are sex objects to be captured, traded, and raped, not individuals 
with whom an ambitious man would choose to cohabitate.

At first, Jómsborg shines like a beacon for innovative organization and 
heroic masculinity. High‑status bachelors raise funds, or raid, to equip 
ships, then fill them with low‑status bachelors. These crews show up at 
Jómsborg, where only those who pass strict tests are allowed to stay. Join‑
ing this Neverland of rape and plunder becomes the optimal way of increas‑
ing one’s status. Even married men are drawn to the borg, craving another 
go at the bachelor lifestyle. The saga reads like kinship society porn. But, 
after the founder’s passing, the fraternity falls into decline and is defeated. 
As the Jomsvikings are executed, a young man expresses no regret or 
worry, for he has already experienced “the best part of my life.” His atti‑
tude attests to how important socialization is for the values and aspirations 
with which males enter into their bachelor phase. In polygynous societies, 
taking big risks for short‑term gains is extra compelling compared to striv‑
ing for incremental improvement. The resulting all‑or‑nothing mentality 
can make farming and monogamy seem inglorious. Readers are invited to 
share the young man’s defeatist nostalgia, but then the most talented of the 
men are spared and brought into the fold of the new epoch, and “that is 
the end of the story of the Jomsvikings.”36

Women’s Plight Under Polygyny

The attitude toward women expressed in The Saga of the Jomsvikings is 
perhaps more informative of what life was like for many women under 
polygynous regimes compared to the impression we are given from most 
other sagas. Some scholarship has portrayed the Viking Age as a time of 
relative female equality, which was later undermined by Christianity.37 The 
earlier Iron Age has even been suggested as an era of female hegemony.38 
Literary historian Per Thomas Andersen concludes that Christianization 
cost Norse women most dearly.39 Evolutionary theory applied to ethno‑
graphic data shows how naïve, in all likelihood, such notions are. Joseph 
Henrich offers strong evidence for how Christianity had the opposite effect 
in terms of gender equality.40 The Church’s sanctification of female consent 
set women on a path of empowerment that, almost a millennium later, is still 
ongoing (Figure I.1). Raffield et al. account for how polygyny and a short‑
age of females tend not to lead to women being empowered and viewed 
more positively, but to their commoditization.41 Henrich et al. substantiate 
how kinship society MFPs lead to negative attitudes toward women being 
socially legitimized.42 The strong, free Viking woman of myth may have 
existed in modest numbers, but most Norse females during this era “faced 
bleak prospects.”43 Raffield et al. conclude that with “the persistence of the 
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dubious and romanticized cliché of the ‘heroic’ Viking warrior, it is clear 
that the field would benefit from deeper studies of masculinity.”44

The sagas rarely describe the grimmest realities of how the polygynous, 
pillaging Norse treated women. Some exceptions exist, like when The Saga 
of the People of Laxardal offers an apologetic account of sexual slavery. 
Hoskuld buys a woman from Gilli the Russian and “slept with the woman 
that same evening.” When Hoskuld returns to Iceland, his wife agrees to 
let the sex‑trafficked woman live with them, but—adds the narrator—
“Hoskuld slept with his wife every night after returning home and had lit‑
tle to do with his slave‑woman.”45 The Saga of Gunnlaug Serpent‑Tongue 
(Gunnlaugs saga Ormstungu) references infanticide, a practice that the 
Church prohibited. Thorstein tells Jofrid, “You are soon going to have a 
baby. Now if you have a girl, it must be left out to die, but if it is a boy, 
it will be brought up.”46 Infanticide was disproportionately targeted at 
newborn girls.47 Written records and grave findings suggest that men, up 
until the Middle Ages, outnumbered women to a significant extent.48 The 
cross‑cultural phenomenon of selective female infanticide seems to have 
been motivated by economic concern, as by restricting the childbearing 
pool, the population could be kept in check.49

The resulting female shortage exacerbated the negative effect that 
polygyny had for the mating prospects of lower‑status men.50 Like their 
ancestors before them, Norse bachelors could not depend on entering into 
fatherhood. Human genetics show that we have twice as many female as 
male ancestors.51 Similar to the way in which the sagas whitewash how 
women were treated, they rarely focus on the plight of average men. Rob‑
erta Frank writes that the sagas can seem to portray a social order that 
benefits men, that the Saga Age was “a man’s world,” while discriminatory 
toward women.52 This impression stems from the narratives centering on 
men like Björn, representatives of the elite. Anthropological studies show 
that gender inequality and male control are likely to be greatest among the 
prosperous.53 To conclude that a shortage of women legitimized “customs 
that upheld systems of male power” ignores the class aspect. To view all 
men as patriarchal beneficiaries under such a social order, write Raffield 
et al., “would be to marginalize the lives of the vast majority of men, at 
whose expense the elites thrived.”54

These Norse incels seem to have met no more sympathy than what 
befalls the incels of our present era. In the evolutionary scheme of things, 
women are the more valuable sex, while men are more expendable.55 
Frank makes a point of how an Old Norse word for “bachelor” also meant 
“wretch.” By contrast, “the term used to designate an ‘unmarried woman’ 
had the basic meaning of ‘unlucky’.”56 Such bachelor derision was likely 
informed by the young male syndrome, a term for the social havoc that 
results from having large numbers of unmarried men engage in crime and 
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exaggerated competition over women. In the thirteenth century, Iceland‑
ers seem to have been particularly preoccupied with this problematic. At a 
time when other European literatures had already begun to villainize “the 
evil, sex‑demanding nature of women,” the sagas mostly made “the near‑
est bachelor” be the villain.57 Frank adds,

The sagas all agree in representing courtship as the single most deadly 
pastime for the young Icelandic male . . . Romantic passion is perni‑
cious in much medieval literature, but it is particularly fatal in the sagas, 
where love for a woman almost invariably leads to bloodshed or other 
misfortune.58

The Norse experience with having a strongly skewed sex ratio, and the 
corresponding troubles likely to have been caused by unmarried low‑status 
men, seems to have left a cultural stain on long bachelor periods. This 
history may partly explain why so many sagas discourage extended bach‑
elorhood. Moreover, the fact that successful Vikings would have been 
incentivized to not settle down after only a few years of raiding might have 
contributed to a cultural memory that made their descendants harder to 
indoctrinate with regard to early, lifelong marriage. I propose that these 
influences could inform why several saga authors are so eager to villainize 
men who fail to marry at the time prescribed by their community.

The main function of the First Sexual Revolution was to distribute one 
woman to each man. Three groups had to be convinced of new norms 
and values for this strategy to work. High‑status men had to resist the 
male bias for polygynous mating.59 To aid with such a tall ask, exchanging 
Odin and Thor for the Christian almighty was pivotal. “Sincere belief in 
supernatural moralistic punishers,” writes Peter Turchin, “is particularly 
important because of the way it can restrain the powerful.”60 The second 
group, women, had to resist their bias for the most attractive men. Being 
the concubine of a high‑status man could be more adaptive than being the 
sole wife of an average man. For this reason, in The Saga of the Jomsvi‑
kings, a father is enthusiastic about his daughter’s illegitimate child with 
a king. Such calculations, writes Henrich, which can appear reasonable to 
individuals, can lead to social detriment:

Because of how monogamous marriage influences social dynamics and 
cultural evolution, inhibiting female choice—by prohibiting women 
from freely choosing to marry men who are already married—results 
in both women and children doing better in the long run (on average).61

This perspective brings our attention to how the Western exit from heroic 
love prevented more women from pair‑bonding with men who had high 



Exiting Heroic Love  35

mate value. We can view this as a cost imposed on women, as their evolved 
mate preferences make them most affectively drawn to the highest‑value 
men. After the First Sexual Revolution, women with low mate value had 
little choice but to marry similar‑value men who previously had been 
excluded from mating. The resulting sexual egalitarianism was socially 
beneficial, but came at the cost of inhibiting female choice.62 In practice, 
Western women were similarly restricted in their mate selection until after 
the Third Sexual Revolution of the 1960s.

The third group that had to be convinced of the First Sexual Revolu‑
tion’s norms and values comprised the unmarried men themselves, who 
had to want to adopt a lifestyle that made them marriageable. No saga 
conveys this challenge more instructively than that of the quintessen‑
tial bachelor “wretch,” Grettir Ásmundarsonar. Like Björn, this superior 
warrior is also expected to settle down after amassing glory on the Norse 
mainland.

Monstrous Bachelor Berserks

In Grettir’s Saga (Grettis saga Ásmundarsonar),63 the protagonist kills 
his first man at age 14. In modern literature, this would typically be a 
bad sign. In the sagas, such a violent capacity signals that this young man 
will become someone who matters. After the kill, everything Grettir did 
“went towards increasing his honor and fortune,”64 but only until he turns 
20. During this period, Grettir must travel abroad after having axed a 
farmhand to death. Unruly bachelors, like Grettir, could be sentenced to 
outlawry to spend three years away from Iceland. This was a temporary 
solution to bachelor dysfunctionality, intended to motivate men to bet‑
ter themselves and accept responsibility upon return. The sagas give the 
impression that not only outlaws but every ambitious man embarks on 
a journey to amass status and wealth. Njal’s Saga (Njáls saga) describes 
an exodus of such proportions that there was much talk “about how the 
district was being drained of its best men.”65

Grettir follows in the footsteps of his great‑grandfather, who earlier in 
the saga raided with a friend for three years, during both men’s engage‑
ments. The protagonist’s eventual demise is motivated in a character flaw. 
His exaggerated love for the bachelor lifestyle is attached to an inglorious 
trait which he inherited from his father, who “did not like work much.” 
Grettir “wouldn’t do the same share of the work he was supposed to do 
on the ship as the other men, nor would he pay to make up for it.” When 
receiving room and board on a Norwegian farm, he refuses to reciprocate 
with labor. Instead, “Grettir was always going visiting and used to go to 
other farms there on the island.” We get an impression of easy living, Gret‑
tir strolling through town and “sitting in a certain shop drinking.” Such 
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behavior appears to be acceptable for a period, but his saga foreshadows 
what awaits if he does not stop in time.66

Historical berserks were likely elite warriors and bodyguards.67 In the 
sagas, they often embody the most socially disruptive aspects of bachelor 
warriors in times of peace. Grettir’s Saga tells us that “berserks were in the 
habit of challenging noblemen to duels for the sake of money or women.”68 
A dozen of these hyperproblematic bachelors attack a farm where Grettir 
happens to be alone with a group of women. His ability to defeat these 
berserks, thus saving the women, is a turning point that earns him great 
renown. If only Grettir had been willing to settle down, his bachelorhood 
could have been an exemplary one.

Gisli’s Saga (Gísla saga) also accounts for bachelors who roam the 
countryside to rape and plunder.69 In Egil’s Saga (Egils saga), a berserk 
grows wealthy by challenging men for their farms.70 Authors dramatize 
olden‑days kinship societies as a veritable nightmare for regular people 
who have no authorities to call on when bachelor behemoths “carried 
off men’s wives [and daughters] and kept them with them for a week or 
a fortnight and then took them back home.”71 The Saga of the People 
of Eyri (Eyrbyggja saga)72 plays out how gruesome life can get when 
a community suffers a surplus of men. Thirty bachelors fortify a farm 
and terrorize their surroundings. These sagas portray how intricately tied 
mating practices are to social orders. An authorial intent seems to be to 
convince readers and listeners of the idea that kinship societies suffer 
a lawlessness that lets powerful men rape the women of regular men. 
The sagas do not spell out that the bachelor surplus results in part from 
polygynous woman-hoarding but convey that the more men we civilize 
through pair‑bonds, the more peaceful our communities will become. 
I interpret the underlying message to be that, while feuding and raid‑
ing may appeal to aspects of male psychology, feudalism and lifelong 
monogamy lead to better societies.

No saga makes this a more central theme than Grettir’s Saga. Bjørn 
Bandlien writes that “here the berserk has become a parody of the old‑

fashioned way to win a woman.” Showing off their martial superiority 
only inspires women’s contempt, as heroic love has lost its hegemony. Ban‑
dlien concludes, “From the mid‑thirteenth century, it is clear that men who 
rely on the old warrior ideals are on the losing side.”73 When plundering 
opportunities had been plenty, bachelors—even if they were violent and 
anti‑social—could be valuable raiding partners. Among farmers struggling 
to get by, such men mostly impose costs. Through connecting monstrous 
berserks to prolonged bachelorhood—and bachelors to laziness—the sagas 
encourage men to marry early and work hard rather than take big risks 
to seek fortune, fame, and an abundance of women, in spite of this being 
what their most admired ancestors had done.
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The ethos that emerges from this discourse—one of pragmatism, low emo‑
tional arousal, and hard work—is that of companionate love, which I explore 
in Chapter 3. Grettir’s Saga dwells not on companionate pair‑bonding but 
plays out the transition away from heroic love. An earl decides to outlaw 
bachelor berserks who breach the peace. He bans duels altogether. As the 
Saga Age progresses—which functions as a parallel to thirteenth‑century 
Iceland—even berserks understand that bachelorhood cannot be forever. By 
then, it could be too late, as “no respectable woman [wants] to be landed 
with a berserk for the rest of her life.” Like Grettir, berserks are blemished 
with not being “used to hard work.” They are said to be wasteful with 
money, while the new era’s ideal is to be “a good and thrifty farmer.”74 
The message is clear: men who want mating opportunities—that is, one 
long‑term pair‑bond—must put down their sword and pick up the plow.

The above episodes exemplify the exceptional level of bachelor derision 
that the sagas embody. Likely, the skewed Norse sex ratio that had resulted 
from selective female infanticide—and made much worse by settler societies 
attracting a majority of men75—drove Icelandic culture to develop strongly 
negative stereotypes to discourage the type of behavior that Grettir displays 
toward the end of his saga. He returns to Iceland having “become such a 
renowned person for his strength and bravery that none other of the young 
people seemed comparable.” Instead of stopping while he is ahead, Gret‑
tir’s self‑conceit has grown “so great that he thought nothing was beyond 
him.”76 This attitude dooms him. Grettir had been a valuable retinue war‑
rior, but now the king refuses to accept his service. No one challenges the 
giant man’s “strength and valor,” but a severe case of ógæfu attaches itself to 
him. This originally pre‑Christian concept describes a form of bad luck that 
is unrelated to religion or sinfulness. No matter how well‑meant Grettir’s 
actions are, his ógæfuleysi sends him toward death.77

Grettir’s misfortune comes from a supernatural curse, but he invites 
ógæfu upon himself by remaining a bachelor. The cursing spirit tells him: 
“You have become renowned up to now for your deeds, but from now on 
you will become guilty of crimes and deeds of violence, and nearly every‑
thing you do will lead to your misfortune and failure . . . You will find it 
hard to be alone and this will bring you to your death.”78 The formerly 
respected warrior ends his life with 19 years of miserable outlawry on 
the margins of Iceland’s inhospitable geography. With this tragic ending, 
the author warns against extending one’s bachelorhood once a man has 
proven his worth.

Nothing Ventured, Nothing Gained

With all this in mind, we return to The Saga of Björn. The superior young 
male gets “ample funds for the trip” from his father and foster‑father so 
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that he can embark on foreign adventures. He agrees to return in three 
years to pay back his foster‑father, who “put forward on Björn’s behalf 
money equal to all that [his future father‑in‑law] possessed, besides the 
bride‑price for his daughter Oddny.”79 Björn makes the most of his era’s 
plentiful raiding opportunities. He proves himself more than worthy of 
being Oddny’s husband. As his allotted period comes to an end, he con‑
vinces himself that his bachelor days should continue. Like many of the 
actual Norse of the Viking Age, the fictional Björn is strongly driven to 
continue risk‑seeking behaviors that can further elevate his status. His less 
capable companion, Thord, finds Björn’s choice unwise: “With so much 
honor and glory gained already, to take such risks now!” Björn replies, 
“Nothing ventured, nothing gained, and I will go raiding.”

Men like Björn might not experience their desire for additional success 
to be related to gaining access to more and higher‑value women, but status 
is a proxy for mating opportunity. Evolution instilled in men a variety of 
desires to motivate behaviors likely to increase their genetic legacy. Even if 
men do not feel that their efforts are directed at getting more women, this 
is what their nature drives them toward. Björn tells Thord his justification: 
“I think I have not tested myself in enough enterprises, or explored widely 
enough the customs of good men, and if I go to Iceland at once, I will not 
be inclined to travel again so soon after my marriage.” Only much later, 
when the king encourages retirement, is Björn willing to call quits. The 
saga uses the king as a mouthpiece for First Sexual Revolution morality: 
“I would wish that you give up raiding. Though you feel it suits you well, 
God’s law is often violated.”80

Björn’s extended bachelorhood had let him win “great fame and honor 
from the king” for defeating a champion warrior whom no one else dared 
meet in single combat.81 Such exceptional glory is of limited utility in the 
moral universe in which the saga author has placed his protagonist. Björn 
chose not to prioritize his one allotted woman, and for this the narrative 
punishes him. By not returning in time, Björn allows Thord to scheme his 
way into marrying Oddny, who is described as the best match in Iceland. 
The protagonist spends the rest of his life in a somewhat sad and bitter 
existence without the woman he desires, eventually being murdered by an 
inferior man, Thord. I read Björn’s death to be an inevitable consequence 
of him having refused to settle down in time. Like Grettir, he ends his life as 
an outcast, without love or the support of his community. Their capabili‑
ties allowed these men to earn more status than their peers, but when this 
is not enough, their communities reject them.

Egil’s Saga offers another example of how death is the decisive crite‑
rion of evaluative judgment. This story, too, makes a case for it being 
“better to ride a whole wagon home,” which is what Skallagrim advices 
his son, Thorolf. Skallagrim quotes: “The more journeys you make, the 
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more directions they take.” As a high‑status male, Skallagrim knows how 
crucial it is for men to stand out in their kinship society’s fierce male‑male 
competition. He offers Thorolf “as much wealth from here as you think 
you need to show your stature.” Alas, his son appears to be as attracted 
as Björn was to prolonged glory amassment. Thorolf declines the money 
but promises: “When I come to Iceland for a second time, I will settle 
down.” His father replies, “I have an intuition that if we part now we 
will never meet again.”82 Such foreshadowing tells us that Thorolf will 
never return. Shortly thereafter, he is killed in battle. The grim destinies 
of these superior males imparted to young Icelandic men of the thirteenth 
century that they should strive to accumulate as much status as they 
could to ensure a good marriage, but then direct their efforts at produc‑
tive labor and monogamous reproduction. The era of heroic woman-
hoarding was over.

Fiction as a Cultural Tool

A belief in heroic love was integral to the master‑narratives of polygynous 
kinship societies. Men were encouraged to acquire multiple mates, and 
when the women in their in‑group were spoken for, men were incentivized 
to capture women from neighboring peoples. For tribes locked in conflict 
over contested resources, such an ideology was adaptive—and, in many 
environments, inevitable. A tribe could choose more peaceful beliefs and 
not increase their power through the annihilation of competitors, but such 
a strategy would only benefit them until they were attacked by a group 
that had mastered raiding. With no higher‑level organization to impose 
cooperation on underlying social units, the contest over what David Buss 
terms “the most important resource”—women—runs a high risk of turn‑
ing murderous.

A belief in heroic love could not have undergirded a feudal Europe 
united by a Christian master‑narrative. After the Church dissolved the 
continent’s tribes, all men were meant to submit to a feudal lord. The era’s 
universal justice entailed that right should not be on the side of the power‑
ful. If men still had felt justified in forcibly taking each other’s women, the 
feudal lord’s power would have been illusory. A skewed sex ratio would 
have undermined social stability. Saga authors seem to have understood 
this, how paramount it was to restrain elite woman-hoarding if Iceland 
was to join European normalcy. To facilitate peace and productivity, men 
had to be convinced to direct their efforts toward incremental improve‑
ment, that is, to invest in their wife and children and the farm they ran as a 
nuclear family. Risking your life to capture slaves for labor and additional 
reproduction ceased to be an alternative—at least within the borders of 
Christian Europe.
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This unique moral transformation—from heroic to companionate love—
provided the West with a competitive advantage. Warring over women can 
benefit the winners, but the larger community loses. Sexual conflicts, in 
general, are so costly that they tend to be maladaptive from a higher‑level 
perspective.83 Through humanity’s agricultural phase, one tribe’s gain was 
mostly another’s loss; productivity per capita was stagnant.84 Underpinned by 
a new mating morality, which drove a line of new practices, European pro‑
ductivity slowly began to improve. Without the First Sexual Revolution, the 
later industrial revolutions—in all likelihood—would not have come to be.85

For men—and women—to successfully submit to the companionate 
mating regime, they had to resist feelings of lust and love that could under‑
mine their ability to make one pair‑bond last a lifetime. They were told that 
giving in to temptation would condemn them to an eternity in hell. Before 
the afterlife, too, sanctions were severe for infidelity and breakups. In the 
impoverished medieval environment, couples should have as their main 
concern to keep as many children as possible alive through the winter. The 
core tenet of companionate love was to uphold “the mutual responsibility 
of husbands and wives for running the household or farm.”86

The paramount social unit no longer being the kin group, but the nuclear 
family, changed leadership requirements. Kin groups had typically been led 
by one patriarch. Under feudalism, patriarchal ideals persisted, but sometimes 
as a façade. The man was expected to be the head of his family, but for the 
lower classes, some marriages were better understood as partnerships. This 
transition, from living in kin groups to nuclear families, was in many regards 
the most impactful change since the Neolithic Revolution had tied our ances‑
tors to fields. Monogamy and small‑family living set Western relationships 
on a course toward romantic love and gender equality.87 Submitting to a vio‑
lently capable—and perhaps abusive and emotionally unstable—warrior no 
longer had the same upside as in lawless kinship societies, in which families 
more often had to protect themselves. In the feudal era, women were incen‑
tivized to partner with a man who worked hard and lived frugally. Men’s 
incentives were also affected. When acquiring his one woman, a man should 
prioritize her physical strength, productivity, and fertility.88

In terms of mating ideals, this was a radical break, especially for elites. 
The saga authors not only chronicled this transition but also sought to 
influence the communities for which they were written, as these still strad‑
dled the conflicting moralities of heroic and companionate love. For such 
a context, Bandlien believes that writing captivating fiction was a smart 
strategy: “Saga literature must have been an effective tool in changing Ice‑
landers’ attitudes to marriage and far more successful as a didactic meas‑
ure than the twelfth century’s saint‑versus‑demon portrayals of sexual and 
matrimonial morals.”89
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The sagas were written for thirteenth‑century Iceland, which still suf‑
fered a skewed sex ratio due to continued immigration and lingering pagan 
practices, but a less acute one than during the Viking Age.90 To what extent 
these stories had a direct influence on the nation’s cultural and political 
evolution, we cannot know, but we know that Church MFPs became 
hegemonic also in Iceland, although this took time. The last documented 
cases of Icelandic polygyny were among the clergy. The Church required 
that they be celibate, but Icelandic “priests were buried with multiple 
wives and children as late as the 1400s.”91 As monogamy became univer‑
sal, women went from being hoarded by powerful men to being pawns in 
power games between families, especially among the higher classes.92 In 
Iceland, monogamous marriage became “big business and a bargaining 
chip in the game for aristocratic control.”93

Meanwhile, on the Norse mainland, King Hákon—to whom Icelanders 
would later submit—struggled with the same transition. His pious grand‑
father had scolded and pleaded with his aristocratic warriors to make them 
quit raping women in times of peace. His speeches had had little effect. 
King Hákon—like the Icelanders—decided to employ literature. To spread 
the transitional ideology of courtly love, he commissioned a Norse version 
of the defining love story of the Middle Ages, the romance of Tristan and 
Iseult.
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2	 Promoting Courtly Love
Female Consent and Modern 
Morality in Tristrams saga (1226)

Courtly love functioned as an ideological antithesis to heroic love. Its norms 
and values undermined how Europe’s Germanic tribes had conducted their 
mating. Fanciful tales of knights and maidens offered new ideals for how 
men of all classes should pursue sex and relationships. After the First Sexual 
Revolution, Tristan—the quintessential courtly knight—represents whom 
men should model themselves after. He is the new European individual.1 
In the postkinship‑society era, the most impressive men need not be the 
patriarch of a kin group or the most capable warrior. The superior male 
is a multitalented individual who creates himself, adapts to novel culture, 
and—importantly—excels at sophisticated courtship that inspires the right 
emotions in his one true beloved. Tristan embodies all of the new era’s ide‑
als. He is tall, handsome, well‑dressed, intelligent, educated, and trained 
in arts, languages, and musical instruments. His generosity is exceptional, 
as are his common sense and valor. He is even sexy naked. Such a flawless 
protagonist is perhaps a bit much for modern literary tastes, but Tristan 
captivated medieval Europeans in numerous adaptations of the Tristan 
legend.

Had Tristan been a product of the Second Sexual Revolution, the ideol‑
ogy of romantic love might have let him pair‑bond happily forever after. 
A narrative imbued with courtly love had little choice but to end his life. In 
the Norse version, Tristan and Iseult—translated to Tristram and Ísönd—
never marry. Their passionate affair ends in death. Tristram’s wife ensured 
that he and Ísönd were

buried on separate sides of the church so that they couldn’t be close to 
each other in the future. But it came to pass that an oak or another large 
tree sprouted from each of their graves and grew so tall that their limbs 
intertwined above the gable of the church. By this we can see how great 
the love between them had been. And so ends this story.2

(223)
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If you fail to connect how such an ending promotes First Sexual Revolu‑
tion morality, you are in good company.3 Critics have argued over the 
implications of courtly love since the term was coined by Gaston Paris in 
1883.4 Common questions have been: what kind of love and social norms 
are promoted by works like Tristrams saga ok Ísöndar (1226)? If this era’s 
ideological project was about promoting lifelong monogamy, why does 
true love tend to be lived out illicitly and end in death?5 In this chapter, 
I apply an evolutionary approach to courtly love that lets me suggest a few 
novel interpretations.

Medieval romances generally did promote monogamy, but rather than 
stage ideal marriages, they undermined the mating strategies of heroic love. 
A main concern was to convince men of the importance of female consent. 
Moreover, through exaggerating the power and duration of human love, 
courtly literature tried to persuade men to accept that having only one 
mate was optimal. The reward was a “special ecstasy” that would result 
from an exclusive “spiritual dedication” of reciprocal sexual and emo‑
tional fidelity.6 If a man forced himself on a woman, he would never learn 
if she was the right one for him. Mostly through intimate communication 
could a man inspire his beloved’s lust and love, emotions which proved 
that they were meant for each other. Even the most superior of men only 
had the capacity for one true love, the finding of whom was paramount. 
Ideological specifics vary between works of courtly fiction, but a common 
message was that polygynous woman-hoarding is misguided.

Joseph Henrich’s study of the feudal transition aids me in teasing out 
another function of courtly love.7 In kinship societies, people to a greater 
extent stuck to their own, were hesitant to share knowledge, and followed 
tradition. Submitting to the needs of one’s kin group had necessitated 
conformity, skepticism toward nonkin, and acceptance of the role into 
which one was born. In feudal Europe, your in‑group was meant to be 
all Christians, an identification that entailed an enormous leap for human 
psychology. After millennia of intertribal war, it was a tall ask to expect 
Europeans to meet strangers with openness and generosity. Yet over centu‑
ries, the transition to living in nuclear families and forging voluntary social 
bonds with nonkin drove a psychology of individualism, nonconformity, 
self‑creation, knowledge sharing, and impersonal trust among strangers. 
Courtly love can appear to mostly be about mating, but it also promotes the 
social ideals inherent in the feudal transition. Romances portray knightly 
behavior—as embodied by Tristram—to be the best way to gain access to 
female sexuality and pair‑bonding opportunity. Cross‑culturally, hetero‑
sexual men have tended to respond eagerly to such incentives. Romances 
could be read as medieval pick‑up guides for men, but through their court‑
ship advice, these stories also imparted precisely the norms and values that 
would underpin the sociality of a modernizing Europe.
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My reading of Tristrams saga and other Norse romances lets me inves‑
tigate the coevolution of mating and modernity. Deep social transitions, 
whether driven by new ideology or technology, tend to require new mating 
practices, but people are not passive recipients of their masters’ dictums. 
They must be convinced if they are to change such fundamental aspects of 
their community as how people copulate, pair‑bond, and reproduce their 
numbers. Courtly love functioned as an ideological crowbar that under‑
mined millennia‑old beliefs while promoting Church MFPs—without the 
Church’s blessing. Stories of illicit liaisons, full of uncontrollable lust and 
fiery sex, were not prescribed by the Gregorian Reform.8 Still, the manner 
in which courtly romances spread without too strong clerical protests sug‑
gests that some of those in charge understood which effect this literature 
could have. This certainly seems to have been the case with the Norse 
adaptation, which King Hákon of Norway commissioned from a “Brother 
Robert,” presumably an Anglo‑Norman friar. Over the next generations, 
aristocrats embraced courtly ideals; then, Norse commoners too, as similar 
ideals trickled down to ballads, which seem to have triggered a dance craze 
across the Norse world. By the mid‑fourteenth century, the descendants of 
Vikings had internalized the righteousness of female consent and lifelong 
monogamy.9

Instilling Modern Ideals through Fiction

In the early 1200s, Norway was a European backwater. Being among the 
last to be Christianized had given the Norse less time to adapt to feudal 
demands. Civil war had raged since 1130. Primogeniture and legitimacy 
were not yet custom,10 so the promiscuity of kings produced troves of 
illegitimate children who competed for kingship. Hákon IV (1204–1263) 
would become the most accomplished king since Harald Fairhair, reign‑
ing for 46 years, winning domestic peace in 1240, and expanding the 
Norwegian Empire to include Iceland and Greenland. Hákon would cre‑
ate a Norwegian golden age. He grew so powerful that the Pope offered 
him the imperial crown, he was offered the Irish high kingship, and com‑
mand of the French crusader fleet. But as a young newlywed, Hákon was a 
European nobody and his nation peripheral. He decided to employ fiction 
as one of his first steps toward modernizing Norway.11

Hákon picked up where his grandfather had left off. Since a Norwegian 
archbishopric had been established around 1152, the Church had worked 
hard to “improve morals in Norway, especially the king’s morals.”12 Sverre 
Sigurdsson won the realm in 1184 and attempted to change the mating 
morality of his aristocratic warriors. Taking the land and women from 
their enemies was still a given, but Sverre wished to avoid the conflicts 
that often ensued when his men raped women during peace. The Norse 
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elite had been exposed to courtly and other novel mating ideals from the 
mid‑twelfth century, yet heroic love remained hegemonic. This ideology 
justified the sexual assaults of powerful men, so when Sverre’s warriors 
got drunk, they often amused themselves by raping other men’s women. In 
a speech against drunkenness, Sverre encouraged his men to no longer use 
their martial superiority for personal gain. They should be “ferocious as 
lions when there is war” but “as lambs in peacetime.”13

In a contemporaneously written saga, Sverre’s immediate predecessor 
is criticized for being a heavy drinker and womanizer.14 Sagas attest to 
how kings often had a plethora of sex partners, until Sverre, whose saga 
mentions no extrapair copulation. On his deathbed, the chaste king swore 
that he had no illegitimate sons.15 His speeches and personal example seem 
not to have changed “warrior morals to any great degree.”16 Later sagas 
dramatize how powerful men continued routinely to rape women well into 
the thirteenth century, as heroic ideals persisted.

Sverre’s grandson might have found an intellectual kin in the romance 
protagonist, who was spreading the courtly gospel to region after region. 
Hákon too had received the type of education that created the new 
European elite—although his foster father was not quite as progressive 
as Tristram’s. Hákon learned to read at age seven, but when religious 
song was added to his education, his guardian earl protested against such 
overly clerical—meaning, effeminate—activities.17 A boy destined to fight 
civil wars should perhaps focus on developing other skills. Hákon’s legacy 
would speak to the importance of combining military might and political 
astuteness with a strong cultural program. Likely, his comprehensive expo‑
sure to the arts made Hákon optimistic with regard to literature’s ability to 
influence people’s thoughts and behavior. He seems to have commissioned 
several Norse adaptations of popular romances, of which Tristrams saga 
was the first.

The stories of Tristan and Iseult originated from a Celtic legend that 
was turned into medieval entertainment. The common branch—without 
courtly ideology—was developed by Béroul and Eilhart, two poets of the 
late 1100s. In the same period, Thomas of Britain infused his Old French 
narrative with courtly ideals.18 Only a quarter of his work is extant. Build‑
ing on Thomas, Gottfried von Strassburg wrote an early 1200s master‑
piece, which he never completed. King Hákon commissioned a Norse 
adaptation of Thomas’s version. Building on the saga tradition, Brother 
Robert turned French verse into Norse prose.19 He cut long philosophi‑
cal and psychological passages and catered to local conditions and sen‑
sibilities, but mostly followed the original narrative.20 Icelandic scribes 
ensured that his work survived to the modern era, making Tristrams saga 
the only extant complete version of the Tristan legend from the formative 
period of its courtly branch. The earliest complete manuscript is from the 
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seventeenth century, but older fragments and other evidence contribute to 
a scholarly consensus on the surviving text being “a rather conservative 
version” of Robert’s work.21

Meritocracy and Cultural Inclusivity

Tristrams saga begins by staging how the pursuit of love as well as Europe’s 
new impersonal prosociality are both underpinned by chivalrous ideals.22 
The prelude concerns Tristram’s father, Kanelangres, who is a man of the 
old world but eager to learn the ways of the new. He ventures to a moral 
center of new Europe: the Cornish court of King Markis. In this beacon of 
merit and transcultural inclusivity, the importance of kin bonds is greatly 
reduced. Markis’s court treats “with honor and with utmost comradeship 
all those gallant men who come to them and who wish to be with them.” 
This is a Europe in which the competition for talent draws from a larger 
pool: the entire Christian world. The narrator conveys how counterintui‑
tive it still must have felt for many not to grant privileged positions based 
on kinship or old relations. When Kanelangres joins Markis’s retinue, the 
king places him and his knights “in a high position over and above his own 
knights.” The narrator finds it necessary to encourage such meritocratic 
practices, emphasizing that Markis “gained by doing so a wealth of good 
luck and marvelously good fortune” (31).

King Markis’s court reads as a representation not only of the era’s royal 
administrations but also of its charter towns, guilds, and universities. 
Networks of knowledge transfer opened up across feudal Europe. A new 
mobile class emerged of warriors, monks, craftsmen, merchants, lawyers, 
clerics, and other educated professionals.23 Kanelangres’s bildungsjourney 
offers an insightful portrayal of the psychological evolution necessary for 
individuals to succeed in this new environment. The knights who flock 
to Markis’s court have a status that would have lent itself to polygynous 
pursuits. Having them adapt to women’s courtly mate preferences is the 
means for their transformation. Bachelor knights must still be formidable 
in martial arts, but also learn how to woo women by using sophisticated 
social skills. Everything is staged so that females can cast verdict on male 
performance. When Markis throws a grand feast, he invites “all distin‑
guished men . . . and, of course, their daughters” (33).

Kanelangres is the worthiest of men in knightly contests, which earns 
him the passionate attention of King Markis’s sister. His strong feelings for 
her motivate him to master courtly mating strategies. The romantic jour‑
ney he embarks on teaches him valuable skills; it parallels the era’s political 
transformation, which turned “independent feudal magnates into polite 
courtiers at the absolutist court.”24 The unity of dedication that men were 
meant to direct at one woman aligned with the era’s commitment to only 
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one God and one feudal lord. Strong feelings should motivate romantic, 
religious, and political fidelity. The narrator portrays true love as being 
so overwhelming that individuals are mostly powerless to resist its draw: 
Markis’s sister “knew her feelings to be impetuously determined by her 
love for [Kanelangres]” (39). Similarly, Kanelangres’s feelings make him 
understand that women must choose a mate based on their own emotions. 
Christian warriors are not conquerors of women, but their protectors—
and liberators.

Romances promote viewing this new, less aggressive ideology as heroic 
through juxtaposing it with the earlier understanding of heroism. Ívens 
saga, another romance adaptation likely commissioned by Hákon, por‑
trays the consequences of heroic love as female oppression. The chivalrous 
Sir Íven earns renown through liberating 300 maidens who are in a castle 
“as slaves until a knight might come along who freed us.”25 The knight 
figure thus represents the force that undoes antiquity’s mating regime. In 
Erex saga, probably also adapted during Hákon’s reign,26 Sir Erex earns 
King Arthur’s praise after annihilating powerful men who abduct or vio‑
lently compete for women who are committed or refuse to grant consent. 
The fact that several villains are earls or kings is not coincidental; we get 
the impression that powerful men use their resources to abuse women. In 
Erex saga, these men face death unless an epiphany, that “God has shown 
His justice to us,” makes them realize that it is unwise to “shame and dis‑
grace” women.27

After his stay with Markis, Kanelangres lives up to such ideals. When 
he is forced to return to his own kingdom, he declares, “Now, choose 
for yourself, my love, and consider what you want most.” His emphasis 
on consent seals the deal. Kanelangres’s truelove “understood his good 
intentions and his wish to take her with him to his homeland, or, if she 
preferred to remain there, then he would do as she wished, then she felt 
him to be above reproach, since he so honorably would do as she desired” 
(47). Both parties have played their parts well; love, pair‑bonding, and 
reproduction lie ahead; and, of course, death. Considering the circum‑
stances of Kanelangres’s demise, I wonder if the author uses as motivation 
the same condemning view on prolonged bachelorhood as that which I in 
the previous chapter argued that several sagas convey. Kanelangres had 
enjoyed Markis’s bachelor games for so long that he had left his own king‑
dom vulnerable to attack. Arriving home too late, he dies in battle, but 
not before marrying his truelove in a Church ceremony. The Gregorian 
Reform had delegitimized the private weddings that had been custom, so 
being a courtly romance, Tristrams saga must wedge in the appropriate 
type of wedding, even while Kanelangres’s kingdom is under attack. Oth‑
erwise, Tristram would not be his legitimate heir. Giving birth in deep sor‑
row, Kanelangres’s wife dies.
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The New Norse Man

Tristram is raised by a foster father who understands what the new era 
requires. He ensures that the boy learns “the knowledge of books . . . 
the seven liberal arts and . . . a great many languages [and] seven dif‑
ferent stringed instruments.” Tristram’s defining traits are “good nature, 
generosity . . . courtly conduct, intelligence, common sense, and valor.” 
Kinship societies had been undergirded by our predisposition for cooper‑
ating and sharing resources with relatives; behavior that aids the survival 
and reproduction of those with whom we share genes is favored by natural 
selection. To move beyond kin organization, we must develop culture that 
motivates a wider in‑group identification. Tristrams saga promotes such 
culture through how Tristram’s foster father does not give preference to 
his own sons. He invests in Tristram, the obvious talent, by giving him 
“the most costly clothing, fine horses, and all kinds of luxury goods, giving 
him everything that was choice and highly prized. At this his sons became 
angry” (51).

Those listed skills, traits, and resources align with the era’s emerging 
male ideal, that is, what women generally prefer in a mate.28 They also 
align with what would tend to promote professional success. Functional 
social orders exploit men’s desire for mating success by offering ideals that 
encourage men to strive professionally in a manner that also makes them 
more attractive to women. The facilitating mechanism is that women’s 
preference for high‑status mates makes men strive harder for success, 
which—with functional culture—benefits the community. Tristrams saga 
tries to influence how Norse culture conceptualizes the ideal man, con‑
veying that a man’s violent capacity is now less central for professional 
and romantic success. Stephen Jaeger writes that the protagonist becomes 
“the epitome of the courtly chivalric gentleman.”29 Although Tristram has 
good martial skills, these are not emphasized. In general, romance heroes 
are a mix of the old warrior and the new clerical intellectual.30 Romance 
authors—mostly clerics themselves, albeit more worldly ones31—promote 
their values ahead of the heroic warrior code. Across Europe, the Tristan 
character pushed the male ideal even further. He is infused with such boldly 
clerical traits that they “take command in the delineation of character.”32 
Tristram uses his sword when he must, but to get ahead, his intellectual 
skills are often the more powerful weapons.

Even barbaric Norwegian merchants recognize the superior value of the 
new European man. Not speaking the local tongue, they struggle to conduct 
business—until Tristram saves the day with his language skills. While he sits 
immersed in a chess game with one of the Norwegians, they abduct him, as 
“they would stand to gain from his knowledge and learning, and further‑
more, if they wanted to sell him, then they would get a lot of money” (53).
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God is on the side of Tristram, as a storm sends the merchants’ ship to 
where Markis still reigns. The first people whom Tristram meets belong, 
like him, to Europe’s new mobile class. Two pilgrims greet him courte‑
ously; everyone’s opening word is “friend.” Tristram’s words, actions, and 
“splendid clothing” signal that he should be viewed as an in‑group individ‑
ual, in spite of the pilgrims being from Venice. The author gives the impres‑
sion that when the new European unmoors from his native shores, he can 
place his trust in God and fellow Christians. North Europeans may have 
been brought up in a less civilized milieu, yet they need not harbor fears of 
cultural inferiority—not even when meeting Venetians. Diversity is a boon 
for everyone; when Tristram encounters royal hunters, they show remark‑
able appreciation for his bushcraft. He first learns their way of cutting up 
game, but when they see his “excellent and courtly craft,” they immedi‑
ately adopt his method, as “we prefer your custom to ours” (57–61).

The knowledge‑sharing continues. At Markis’s court, people uphold that 
“no custom was more beautiful or more glorious than the one Tristram 
had learned in his country” (61). After he has demonstrated his harp skills, 
the king trusts him so intimately that Tristram is invited to play in his quar‑
ters until the king falls asleep. Importantly, Tristram is “accepted as one of 
the court due to his skills”33; that he is Markis’s nephew is only discovered 
later. The story continues to play out the reduced importance of kin bonds 
when Tristram’s foster father shows up “clothed in rags.” Your pedigree 
matters less than your resources, as “one might be from a good family and 
possess good manners, but if one was nevertheless poor, one would find 
few at court willing to help him” (65).

After Tristram has won back from their enemies the kingdom his father 
lost, he takes it upon himself to free Markis’s realm from paying tribute 
to the Irish. He succeeds but incurs an injury through poison that only the 
Irish queen would know how to heal. Tristram places his faith in God, 
whose storm sends him to her. While hiding his identity as their enemy, 
Tristram’s harp skills and courtly behavior let him climb the social hier‑
archy, so much so that “the beautiful and graceful Princess Ísönd . . . was 
very eager to see him and something of his varied talents.” The queen 
agrees to cure Tristram. Ísönd is put under his tutelage “to learn to play the 
harp first and then to write letters and compose poetry.” He teaches her 
so effectively that “throughout the kingdom her fame and renown grew 
because of the wide ranging knowledge that she had learned by paying 
attention to him” (87).

The clerical skills and values, which are central to the feudal ideal, 
are thus made independent of gender. Romances promote the idea that 
European culture should be further civilized through education, starting 
with royal and aristocratic elites, but made possible by those who dis‑
seminate the era’s knowledge and mores through courts, universities, 
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monasteries, and other pan‑European networks. This cross‑cultural com‑
ing together required a new sociality.34 Irving Singer places courtly love 
in this context, viewing “courtliness as the acquisition of those polite and 
equilibrating gestures which enable human beings to communicate with‑
out intruding upon each other’s privacy.”35 Hákon later had King’s Mirror 
(Konungs skuggsjá, c. 1250) written to disseminate similar insights into 
how royalty, merchants, warriors, and other classes should think and act 
in order to get along and ahead in the new world. After a line of romance 
adaptations, Hákon’s courtly manual spelled out his ambitions for medi‑
eval Norsemen. Jonna Kjær regards Konungs skuggsjá as the culmination 
of Hákon’s modernizing efforts.36

Tristrams saga aligns itself with the mobile classes. It portrays how good 
feudal rulers know that they have to accommodate such people for their 
realm to prosper. The Irish queen is upset when Tristram decides to return 
home. She complains that “this is what comes of aiding a foreigner; now 
you will leave us for the sake of your friends just when we wish to have you 
most.” Still, “we will not keep you here against your will” (89). She is not 
the only royal who has to adapt, as even King Arthur is powerless to resist 
the open markets of a feudal Europe.37 In Parcevals saga, another romance 
likely adapted during Hákon’s reign, Arthur “is sad because a great many 
of his knights have gone away to various other strongholds where they feel 
it is more comfortable to be.”38

To contrast with this new era, Markis’s nobles represent the previous 
era’s parochialism and zero‑sum thinking. Instead of realizing how fortu‑
nate they are to have on their side someone as superior as Tristram, they 
view him as a threat, “for they feared and resented his goodness, intel‑
ligence, and good fortune” (91). They arrange for him to secure Princess 
Ísönd as Markis’s wife, to ensure an heir, so that Tristram never becomes 
their sovereign. With 20 of Markis’s best guardsmen, Tristram sets sail. 
In the Irish harbor, the narrator engages one of Hákon’s more immediate 
ambitions with the romance: “to change the behavior of his hirð.”39 Mark‑
is’s guardsmen—unlike Norse aristocrats—do not amuse themselves with 
violence and rape. While waiting, they “ate and drank and played various 
games, but they transacted no business, rather amusing themselves most 
cheerfully with courtly conversation among well‑mannered knights” (97).

Tristram must find a way to make Ísönd marry Markis. He uses himself 
as bait. Under a mating regime of individual choice, it is imperative that the 
woman assesses not only her courters’ qualities but also their intensions. 
Through humanity’s forager and agricultural phases, parents wielded con‑
siderable influence on their offspring’s mate choice. Homo sapiens was 
“the only species on the planet where males are selected by other males for 
reproductive purposes.”40 Only after the Second Sexual Revolution of the 
eighteenth century, would Westerners move toward a regime of individual 
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choice. The First Sexual Revolution brought a doctrine of double consent, 
meaning that offspring and parents should agree. In reality, parental choice 
remained dominant, but especially daughters earned a right to refuse that 
provided valuable leverage.41

Courtly love promoted the practice that a suitor should first earn the 
woman’s consent, then seek parental acceptance. Under such a regime, 
when the woman takes greater charge of her own mate selection process, 
she can rely less on her family and community to screen men; she must do 
more of the screening herself. Since male lovers can run off, leaving for 
the female to bear the burden of childrearing, women are driven to elicit a 
credible commitment to their pair‑bond.42 In romances, the literary device 
for doing so is to have the bachelor knight put his life in danger in contests 
against other knights or in battle against enemies, giants, dragons, and a 
variety of other monsters. Ísönd criticizes a suitor, her father’s steward, for 
not incurring a large enough risk. He tries to take credit for a dragon that 
Tristram had slain but fails at deceiving Ísönd. She interprets the steward’s 
lack of courage to mean that he only “pretended to love her” (101). The 
fact that Tristram becomes deadly sick from dragon poison is the type of 
costly commitment that romances reward.

Such dynamics of self‑sacrifice and chivalry prompted Talbot Donaldson, 
a scholar of medieval literature, to compare courtliness to the behavior he 
observed among cardinals on his bird feeder.43 Peter Dronke went further, 
proposing that courtly love was universal, as its characteristic behaviors 
“might occur at any time or place.”44 Such a claim is too broad. An evolu‑
tionary perspective illuminates why the males of a bird species that mates 
monogamously for life would act similarly to fictional knights meant to 
pursue the same pair‑bond. If a species mates promiscuously, females are 
incentivized to accept sperm from the male who has proved himself supe‑
rior in contests against other males. Such “heroic love” is found among 
more than 90% of mammalian species.45 For the few pair‑bonding mam‑
mals, females seek to elicit a credible commitment and proof of social 
compatibility. The ideology of courtly love was a means for accentuat‑
ing those two elements in Western mating after patriarchal kin structures 
for millennia had greatly reduced women’s power over mate selection. 
Heroic love had underpinned mating strategies common in promiscuous 
and polygynous regimes—that is, intense male–male competition followed 
by a distribution of females among the winners. Courtly love was cultural 
programming for a monogamous regime of increasingly individualized 
choice.46

There is also an element of mate ranking in female commitment 
demands. Ísönd scolds the steward for not understanding that “if I loved 
all of those who would declare their love for me . . . I would be a sorry 
soul indeed.” Tristram tops her ranking after slaying the dragon. He also 
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earns Ísönd’s more carnal admiration, as when he bathed, “she gazed upon 
his handsome countenance with loving eyes” (111–3). Having won over 
Ísönd’s emotions, Tristram falls by the king’s feet in submission and lets the 
royal family know his true motivation: to have Ísönd marry King Markis. 
Because such a marriage would be politically beneficial, the Irish king 
consents—without consulting his daughter.

A Gold Ring of Fidelity

The medieval reader, or listener, should now think that Tristram and Ísönd 
are meant for each other. The fact that her father uses her marriage for 
political means should doom the royal union. The Irish queen fashioned a 
potion that would ensure lifelong love between Ísönd and Markis, but this 
is accidentally drunk by Ísönd and Tristram. Their love condemns “them 
both to a life of sorrow and trouble and anxiety caused by carnal desire 
and constant longing” (121). The ensuing years provide abundant drama 
with the young lovers’ sneaking around behind Markis’s back. In the com‑
mon branch of the Tristan legend, the potion’s effect usually wanes after 
three years. Folk psychology likely informed this duration. Love seems to 
have evolved to match the forager mating cycle of 3–4 years,47 a hypothesis 
supported by modern divorce statistics which show a cross‑cultural peak 
after such a period.48 With Tristan’s courtly branch being put in service of 
Church MFPs, the beloveds find no respite after three years. No solution 
exists for their predicament.

Critics have struggled to explain why love cannot lead to functional 
relationships in courtly fiction. Tragic endings have been interpreted to 
reflect a “disdain for the physicality of love‑making,”49 “the destructive 
power of sexual craving,”50 Western man’s quest for passion as a search 
for death,51 the couple’s subversion of “feudal loyalties, kinship relations, 
and the marital bond,”52 or to promote a “compensatory ideal,” one unat‑
tainable in the narrative but desirable for the culture from which the story 
arose.53 Singer argues that the previous centuries’ “ignorance and poverty” 
prevented Europeans from embracing polite courtship. He writes that eco‑
nomic growth brought philosophical progress which made “man able to 
begin thinking consecutively about ways of harmonizing sexual impulses 
with idealistic motives.” Singer reads the lovers’ demise to exemplify 
“medieval humanism’s failure to achieve an adequate synthesis between 
naturalistic and religious love [which] was followed by relatively more suc‑
cessful attempts in later centuries.”54

I do not find Tristrams saga to discourage sex. Lovemaking is portrayed 
positively, but it must be cultivated within a relationship of deep love. The 
couple’s demise, I argue, is primarily motivated by a particular subversion: 
sinning against the imperative of having only one mate. Singer’s focus on 



58  Promoting Courtly Love

economics and philosophy occludes. Europeans conceived of courtly love 
as a response to the feudal transition, not because they stopped being igno‑
rant.55 Courtly ideology offered no philosophical foundation from which 
societies could deduce detailed recipes for mating. The main functions of 
courtly love were to (1) convince high‑status men to accept lifelong monog‑
amy; (2) spread the practice of female consent; (3) alter the male ideal; and 
(4) promote the social practices and attitudes that would come to define 
WEIRD cultures.56 A more realistic, coherent ideology might have been 
more philosophically satisfying, but cultural success is about effect, not veri‑
similitude or logical coherence. Courtly fiction imparted on Europeans new 
ways to think around love, courtship, and pair‑bonds. New thinking moti‑
vated different emotions, which reprogrammed people’s moral algorithm, so 
that it felt more natural to submit to the demands of the Gregorian Reform. 
Exaggerating the power of love is not best understood as a “compensatory 
ideal,” but as a means for promoting lifelong monogamy.

My interpretation is supported by how Tristram seals his fate when he 
abandons his truelove after years of clandestine copulation. In a faraway 
land, he marries a similarly named princess, Ísodd, “for fun and pleas‑
ure [and to] forget Ísönd” (169). The formulation seems informed by the 
author’s plan to cast clear judgment on pair‑bonding for “rebound” pur‑
poses. Tristram’s gold ring reminds him of what the new era requires. It 
symbolizes how Ísönd had forbidden him to have sex with others. Tristram 
has acquired a wife but concludes that “I cannot live with her carnally 
without breaking my word and putting my humanity to shame.” The very 
essence of being human is thus connected to fidelity. When Ísodd makes 
advances in bed, “his reason restrained his desire” (171). Tristram explains 
to Ísodd’s furious brother that to Ísönd “I have surrendered my desire so 
completely that I am unable to love Ísodd” (193).

Again, Tristram is wounded by poison. This time, only Ísönd’s herbal 
knowledge can save him. When she learns that her truelove has not cheated 
on her with his wife, that “he is in every respect your faithful beloved” 
(217), Ísönd sets sail. An eavesdropping Ísodd learns that Tristram “loved 
another more than her” (215). By lying to Tristram that Ísönd is not com‑
ing, Ísodd makes it so that “he surrendered his spirit and died” (221). 
Ísönd arrives to find Tristram dead. She begs for God’s mercy, “then she 
lay down on the floor and kissed him and placed her hands about his neck. 
And there she died” (223).

These circumstances make me interpret Tristram’s death as primarily 
being a moral consequence of him having had multiple mates. When this 
superior young male chooses to marry “for fun and pleasure,” the narra‑
tive must punish him. Fittingly, his scorned spouse effectuates his demise. 
Additional instances of copulation for fun, pleasure, or strategy likely also 
inform the sins for which Ísönd begs God’s mercy, such as when she coerced 
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her female attendant into having sex with men for worldly reasons (121, 
201). Tristrams saga may not have offered thirteenth‑century Norsemen a 
coherent model for making love last a lifetime. But the romance strongly 
warns against entering into holy matrimony without the appropriate 
motivation.

Romances for the Rich, Ballads for the Poor

The scholarly consensus is that King Hákon’s commissioning of romances 
affected Norse culture.57 Such literature, in combination with other influ‑
ences, drove an ideological change that made it no longer heroic to rape 
women as a means for dominating one’s enemies. Sexual assaults contin‑
ued, but deprived of this cultural justification.58 Contrary to what much 
scholarship has claimed, the Christian, monogamous environment empow‑
ered women. Roger Boase asserted that when courtly love put a woman 
on a pedestal, she “was scarcely more emancipated than the wife who 
was her husband’s chattel.”59 Courtly manners may not seem sufficiently 
gender‑equal from a modern perspective. But considering how women 
often had been treated under the previous polygynous social orders, the 
First Sexual Revolution entailed a long step in an emancipatory direction.60

After courtly ideals had taken hold, Norse women became viewed less 
like commodities and more like individuals. Wives who engaged in extra‑
pair copulation could see their own honor reduced, but less so that of their 
husband or father. As long as one was sufficiently clandestine, short‑term 
mating needed not reduce a woman’s mate value to a significant extent.61 
Möttuls saga, an adaptation likely commissioned by Hákon, proposes that 
since nearly everyone cheats, it is better not to know. The narrator encour‑
ages that “no one say anything but good about women, because it is more 
fitting to conceal than to reveal something, even though one may know the 
true state of affairs.”62

Courtly love was not invented by someone intending to empower 
women and motivate compliance with the Gregorian Reform. Large cul‑
tural changes are far too complex for anyone to understand what is going 
on, let alone create a new morality likely to achieve a desired outcome. 
Courtly love arose as an ad hoc ideology infused into a conveniently avail‑
able genre, which let Europeans discuss how to pair‑bond in a radically 
different environment. Romances with love and chivalric combat had been 
around since antiquity. The new ideological elements were imported from 
Arabic poetry and philosophy that in the twelfth century migrated through 
Spain to Southern France, then to the princely courts further north. Style 
and character types were adopted, but Europeans exchanged an Arab cult 
of chastity with a feudalism‑aligned love service, mysticism was removed, 
and Arab slave girls gave way for European women of the leisure class.63
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This amalgam of influences spawned astoundingly popular fiction that 
let Europeans discuss their “current social problems relating to love.”64 
When the transitional period of the First Sexual Revolution was over, 
“courtly love becomes attenuated and disappears.”65 The romance genre 
itself continued to enthrall commoners for centuries—Icelanders well into 
the modern era.66 Critics may have found these romances to be aestheti‑
cally inferior compared to the most famous Icelandic sagas,67 but judging 
by manuscript transmission, this was “the most popular genre in Iceland 
through the centuries.”68

Written romances were expensive. As these stories helped Norse aris‑
tocrats internalize the new era’s mating morality, romance values and 
norms migrated to the ballad.69 This format, too, likely developed among 
the higher classes before being embraced by commoners, who did so 
with exceptional eagerness; Scandinavia has Europe’s “richest and most 
important” ballad tradition.70 The Tristan legend made its way to a line 
of Nordic ballads,71 the most notable of which is Tristrams kvæði. Songs 
that everyone chimed in on let communities synchronize their beliefs while 
engaging in ritualistic movement, that is, dance. In the same century as that 
in which romances were introduced, a dance craze caught the region.72 By 
around 1300, “dancing and other ‘wanton folly’ [had become] common 
amusements.”73 Instead of keeping unrelated bachelors away from unmar‑
ried women—which was common in kinship societies—communities 
arranged musical events that encouraged romantic mingling as an alterna‑
tive to purely arranged marriages. Bengt Jonsson concludes that the spread 
and popularity of ballads built on the foundation that was laid by the 
Norwegian court from the thirteenth century on.74

This medieval transition attests to how integral mating markets are to 
our social orders. The cultural effect of romances attests to how power‑
ful an incentive female sexuality can be when men must be convinced to 
adopt new mores and morality. King Hákon appears to have understood 
these dynamics. His personal saga and King’s Mirror spell out how his 
governance was based on insights into the strong connection between 
Church MFPs and feudalism.75 Admittedly, there were “few direct signs of 
a courtly love culture at King Hákon’s court,”76 but the literate reformer 
must have suspected how fiction can influence communities over time. His 
innovative cultural program let Norsemen vicariously experience idealized 
courts, whose norms and values would inform how the Norse eventually 
internalized a new mating morality as well as the impersonal prosociality 
of a new Europe.

In these first two chapters, I have analyzed literature centered on elites. 
Sagas and romances promoted the ideal that superior men should settle for 
one lifelong pair‑bond. The resulting sexual egalitarianism underpinned 
the modern world.77 These elites also served as role models. How even the 
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knightliest of knights, like Tristram, were meant to only have one mate 
should make it easier for lower‑status men to accept similar chastity. An 
important difference between the men at the top of society and those at the 
bottom was that the poor had to accumulate resources before they could 
marry, which pushed their marriage age up toward 30. Men and women of 
the lower classes were meant to spend the preceding years in celibacy. In the 
next chapter, I investigate the mating marginalization of mid‑millennium 
incels who are impelled by a raunchy school play to accept the restrictive 
imperatives of companionate love.
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3	 Companionate Love & the 
Nuptial Valve
Urban Incels in The Unfaithful 
Wife (c. 1500)

Courtly love offered compelling but unrealistic aspirations for medieval 
Europeans looking to pair‑bond. The lucky ones might get to marry some‑
one they feel strong love for, but such emotions mostly do not last a life‑
time or prevent you from ever desiring someone else. In an impoverished 
environment, giving in to erotic or romantic impulses could have detri‑
mental consequences for you and your family. People were generally bet‑
ter off if they stuck to the one partner they had been assigned for life. 
The pragmatic mating morality of companionate love compelled couples 
to see themselves as partners in the venture of securing enough calories and 
resources to keep as many of their children alive as they could. Necessity 
made our agricultural‑age ancestors suppress many of those romantic and 
sexual desires that our forager ancestors had been able to live out more 
freely. Yet no morality—however well‑meant or useful—is able to fully 
subdue those impulses that motivate us to act in line with our deepest evo‑
lutionary purpose, which is to replicate DNA. To reconcile our biological 
imperatives with cultural demands, fiction can play a part, as attested to by 
a bawdy school play that half a millennium ago was performed for drunk 
apprentices at taverns across the Danish town of Odense.

I began the previous chapters by trying to make you invest emotion‑
ally in the protagonist of my case study. This narrative device can draw 
readers into both fiction and essays about fiction. This time I will not, as 
neither “The Unfaithful Wife” nor her suitors were crafted to be complex 
individuals. In spite of all characters primarily representing a class,1 The 
Unfaithful Wife (Den utro hustru, c.  1500) offers impressively realistic 
drama—not psychologically, but in terms of human nature and mating 
behavior. This pre‑Reformation school play engages its era’s existential 
threat to the European Marriage Pattern (EMP),2 doing so with excep‑
tional insight and honesty. The looser sex morals of the fifteenth century 
were made possible by post‑Black Death population sparsity.3 “Concubi‑
nage, prostitution, adultery, fornication, and homosexuality flourished,” 
writes Richard Posner, yet there was “little interference from church or 
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state.”4 Europeans could afford to be less restrained in terms of sex, but 
only until Malthusian pressures reinstated themselves.5 During antiquity, 
infanticide had functioned as a fourth‑trimester abortion that kept popula‑
tion numbers in check.6 The Christian prohibition against infant murder 
necessitated strong restrictions on people’s sexuality. I interpret the fierce 
Reformation‑era contest over sex morals in this context, as a struggle to 
rein back European promiscuity before population growth brought about 
catastrophe.7 Fortuitously, the EMP would not unravel until after the Sec‑
ond Sexual Revolution, when industrial revolutions and mass‑scale emi‑
gration could absorb the population surplus. Had the EMP’s nuptial valve 
burst two centuries earlier, the Western progression toward modernity 
would likely have derailed.8

The Unfaithful Wife is an explicit farce that reflects its era’s promiscu‑
ity. It was performed by and for drunk young men at Shrovetide. During 
this Northern European Carnival, society’s morals could be mocked and 
questioned.9 The around half‑hour‑long play was probably written by a 
university‑educated teacher around 1500 and staged by late‑teen students 
from Our Lady’s School in Odense. On the eve before Lent, around ten 
student–actors would sledge from guild party to guild party, performing 
The Unfaithful Wife to earn food and alcohol, in addition to cash that was 
much needed this time of year.10 The play was “not a didactic school play, 
but one aimed at their physical survival.”11 These circumstances did not 
lend themselves to using the era’s common dramatical format—didactic 
plays—which sought to instill Christian morals through spelling these out 
to audiences. To elicit charity from drunk craftsmen and their apprentices, 
Shrovetide farces had to side with the worldview of these men and offer 
entertainment that they would appreciate.12 Leif Søndergaard writes that it 
is “the craftsmen’s living conditions and way of thinking that are reflected 
in The Unfaithful Wife, in structure and motifs as well as in dramaturgy 
and values.”13

The play uses low‑brow, physical humor to craft its thematic argument. 
It ultimately sides with Church MFPs, but only after having revealed how 
women discriminate against low‑value men like those in the audience. 
Uncommitted copulation is portrayed as something men of all classes 
pursue eagerly and without the courtly pretensions that romances pre‑
scribe. Women control men’s access to this coveted good, and they use 
the female power advantage on short‑term markets to maximize their 
own outcome. Through this courtship comedy, the playwright portrays 
male and female mate preferences in a manner that aligns with evolu‑
tionary insights. A certain man and woman are not each other’s destined 
trueloves. Instead, opportunities on short‑ and long‑term markets are 
distributed informed by the participants’ mate value and the sexes’ mar‑
ket power.
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The Unfaithful Wife conveys precise insights into how men and women 
face different challenges when pursuing copulation and/or pair‑bonding. 
While women have easy access to casual sex, many men have little to no 
access to female sexuality outside of relationships. This stark difference 
in erotic opportunity results from how the sexes faced distinct pressures 
in our evolutionary past. The divide between men’s and women’s mini‑
mum parental investment empowered females to be the sexual selectors, 
which is common across animal groups. Because males could get away 
with contributing little more than sperm, male psychology evolved a 
stronger preference for promiscuity and partner variety.14 Because hav‑
ing many mates increases a man’s likelihood of earning a large genetic 
legacy, genes that drive promiscuity spread through the male popula‑
tion. Women faced a different equation. Because sex exposes females to 
the risk of pregnancy and years of childrearing, female psychology has 
evolved more discriminatory preferences on short‑term markets. Conse‑
quently, mostly the highest‑value men are able to arouse women’s pro‑
miscuous attraction system. The evolutionary rationale is that if sperm 
is to be the male’s only contribution, at least he should offer good genes, 
for which being attractive is a proxy.

On long‑term markets, men and women are on more equal footing but 
have evolved to prioritize different partner qualities. Women are more 
drawn to mates with resources who signal a willingness to invest these in 
her and their potential offspring. Men are—on both long‑ and short‑term 
markets—more attracted to cues of fertility, such as youth and good 
looks.15 In sum—relative to the other sex—men evolved to view women 
more as sex objects, and women to view most men more as resource pro‑
viders. The sexes’ mate preferences significantly overlap, but their distinc‑
tions are so consequential that they amount to create one of the largest 
psychological sex differences. This has set the stage for an eternal drama. 
Our mate preferences drive both cooperation and conflict—intra‑ and 
intersexually—as a consequence of men’s and women’s overlapping and 
opposing interests.16 The potential for dysfunction is considerable. Every 
social order must incorporate cultural mechanisms that channel the sexes’ 
mate preferences into functional behavior. Primarily, communities want to 
reproduce their numbers, avoid too intense competition over women, and 
facilitate pair‑bonds that drive productivity.

In mid‑millennium Odense, as across the West, the EMP underpinned 
a functional equilibrium. Population growth was kept in check by how 
people had to accumulate resources before they could marry. This nup‑
tial valve shortened women’s reproductive period.17 The imposition of 
lifelong monogamy restrained competition over women and motivated 
greater investment in each child, which, in the long run, drove per‑capita 
growth.18 Companionate love posited that couples first of all were partners 
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in the enterprises of production and reproduction.19 Individuals influenced 
mate choice, but marriages were primarily arranged. Spouses might start 
out with feelings of love or develop them over time, but when no such 
emotions arose, or when they had subsided, or were replaced by loath‑
ing, this was no justification for divorce or extrapair copulation. Environ‑
mental demands required pragmatism, not giving in to erotic or romantic 
impulses. This latter aspect of the EMP, its fidelity demands, was increas‑
ingly challenged in the fifteenth century, but post‑Plague European com‑
munities could still absorb a relatively high level of sexual laxness.

Women’s strong discrimination on short‑term markets made uncom‑
mitted copulation available mostly to a minority of the most attractive 
men.20 For the majority of men, their best option was to labor hard to 
earn access to female sexuality and companionship through marriage, 
but this required patience. The Unfaithful Wife offers sympathy to one 
of the era’s most marginalized groups. Not only were urban apprentices 
too poor to marry, but guild rules reserved marriage for master crafts‑
men.21 Making matters worse, towns often had a male surplus of up to 
25%,22 a sex ratio that heightened intramale competition. Many of The 
Unfaithful Wife’s male audiences would eventually pair‑bond, but others 
would suffer lifelong bachelorhood.23 For men—and women—to accept 
such deprivation through their teens and twenties—or longer—having 
convincing cultural ideals was paramount. In the sexually permissive 
fifteenth century, being among those excluded from mating must have 
been extra challenging. The playwright reveals the hypocrisy of courtly 
love and the discriminatory distribution of late‑medieval promiscuity, 
but still encourages urban incels to submit to the restrictive tenets of the 
EMP. Through connecting short‑term mating success to witches and dev‑
ils, the play warns men against how giving in to promiscuous impulses 
could result in harm to their community.

A Century and a Half of Critical Disagreement

The Unfaithful Wife is the story of an urban wife who is left to fend off 
suitors when her husband goes on a pilgrimage. She rejects a filthy farmer, 
a horny monk, and a nobleman who hires a witch who conjures devils to 
aid his courtship. The wife gives in to the nobleman after the witch tells her 
how a similarly prudish woman was transformed into a crying dog. These 
events have confounded scholars since Birket Smith first published the play 
in 1874.24 Critics emphasize two questions: why does the wife cheat, and 
what does the ending mean?

Smith finds the play to offer insignificant answers. The wife faces stronger 
courtship weapons as her suitors progress in terms of class—until she gives 
in.25 The nobleman’s “good words and payment” to the witch ensures his 
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victory.26 Smith finds the ending “peculiar,” as he struggles to make sense 
of “the many extremely crude lines” and the playwright’s joking attitude 
toward “repeated attacks on a married woman’s virtue.” He can say little 
about the moral apart from it being distinct from those of the era’s seri‑
ous dramas: “The moral is predominantly a joke.”27 Torben Krogh noted 
that “like most of these farces, this too is actually more like a dramatized 
anecdote.”28 This appraisal was a step up from how N. M. Petersen had 
dismissed the play as a mere translation of a German work, “without any 
aesthetic value.”29 These surface explorations align with how, in regard 
to the Nordics’ small number of extant medieval plays, “the debate over 
authorship . . . has received far more attention than the texts themselves.”30

In 1950, Hans Brix rejected the title that Smith had added to the unti‑
tled manuscript. The wife should not be described as unfaithful, as she is 
“a praiseworthy example of marital fidelity.”31 She cheats only because 
the witch deceives her with the crying dog. Brix places the story in the 
Renaissance tradition of tales that prescribe how a woman’s chastity can 
be overcome, but finds the play as a whole to adhere to the courtly tradi‑
tion. In the resolution, the nobleman is no longer playing the short‑term 
mating market but proposes “with hand and heart,” ready to replace her 
husband.32 A generation later, also Marvin Carlson concluded that the pro‑
tagonist is a “tender‑hearted wife” who never wanted to cheat.33

In his seminal study from 1989, Søndergaard inverted this perspective. 
All along, the wife

had the intention of cheating, and she has no scruples with using her 
sexuality to find the man that can provide her with the greatest advan‑
tage. By first holding back as part of the sexual game, she increases her 
value in the eyes of the nobleman.34

Graham Caie read her cheating to be a warning to husbands against going 
on needless pilgrimages. The audience is “made to feel that infidelity is 
sanctioned in a wife with such a neglectful and stupid husband.”35 Larry 
Syndergaard too found Søndergaard unconvincing,36 as did Kimberly La 
Palm, who interpreted the wife to consent “not out of desire or disregard 
for her marriage vows, but out of fear of retribution.” La Palm adds that 
“there is no lesson to be learned here—the situation is simply ridiculous.” 
The ending “could hardly be called a resolution and is more of an elabo‑
rate joke.”37

I view this critical disagreement not to attest to the play’s lack of aes‑
thetic value, a stance that will be supported by my interpretation. The 
work’s realistic portrayal of mating allows critics to project whichever 
morality they profess into the farce. The ideological progression from 
romantic to confluent love, as well as different waves of feminism, have 
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influenced critics. With regard to no part of human sociality, I argue, do 
we delude ourselves more strongly than in matters of mating. We did not 
evolve to acquire an accurate understanding of ourselves and others; we 
evolved to believe what is adaptive, that is, what promotes survival and 
reproduction. To reconcile our current environment with impulses instilled 
into our lineage millions of years ago, strong cultural indoctrination is 
required, as it is no small request to have people take upon themselves the 
burdens that come with decades of pair‑bonding and child‑rearing. The 
above criticisms attest to the thick ideological glasses that are imposed on 
us by our community.

Unlike Syndergaard, I do not consider the play’s authorial intent to be 
inaccessible to modern minds.38 An evolutionary approach helps us see 
past our own ideology to identify universal predispositions that—while 
they express themselves differently in distinct environments—offer a sta‑
bility of underlying motivations that helps us interpret mating behav‑
ior across time and place. The playwright’s folk psychology let him 
dissect what drives men and women on short‑ and long‑term markets.  
A unique moment in time allowed him to turn his insights into compel‑
ling drama. Around 1500, Danish townspeople experienced a mix of cul‑
tural impulses that permitted independent thought and communication on 
copulation and pair‑bonding to an extent that would not return until the  
eighteenth century.39 Late‑medieval pragmatism with regard to nonsanc‑
tioned sex waned in Germany from around 1470 but continued in Denmark 
until the 1510s.40 In 1479, the universities of Copenhagen and Uppsala 
opened, just as “the new ideas of humanism were sweeping northward. 
With no previously established scholastic tradition to offer resistance.”41 
Around 1500, Danish university graduates brought their humanistic ethos 
to secondary schools, like Our Lady in Odense. Humanistic storytelling 
strives to motivate audiences to draw their own conclusions rather than 
telling them what to think—a stance that informs the composition of The 
Unfaithful Wife.

In Denmark, a lack of literate craftsmen had resulted in the demand for 
Shrovetide plays being met by schools instead of guilds as in Germany.42 
This Danish tradition seems to go back at least to the 1440s.43 The Unfaith‑
ful Wife is the only extant Nordic Shrovetide farce, suggest Søndergaard 
and La Palm, because the Protestant church likely set out to destroy all 
such manuscripts after the Reformation.44 There may have been other 
plays that combined humanism and sexual permissiveness, but these are 
lost. This one surviving play thus offers a rare window into a medieval 
mental world that attempts to make sense of a pair‑bonding regime under 
increasing pressure as an economic boom drove population growth. The 
EMP’s imposition of prolonged celibacy after puberty also aligned poorly 
with human nature. When The Unfaithful Wife was being performed 
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across Odense, it was not given that post‑Reformation Europeans would 
succeed in retightening the EMP.

We know not to what extent the Danish author was consciously aware 
of these stakes. Storytellers can internalize their era’s important ques‑
tions in a manner that lets their narratives embody timely conflicts with‑
out the author knowing precisely how or why. My evolutionary criticism 
will show that, at some level, the playwright understood the risks inher‑
ent with high levels of promiscuity. In his staging of this problematic, he 
does not offer psychological realism, as the era’s dramatic format was too 
undeveloped for credible characterization. The wife’s dialogue opens up 
for a variety of interpretations in terms of psychological motivation. Her 
actions, however, and those of her suitors, make sense in light of our spe‑
cies’ evolutionary past. Audiences are compelled to conclude that although 
we are driven to behave in certain ways, such impulses must not justify 
that we should behave in those ways, which is a perennially relevant lesson 
with regard to mating.

The Wife and Her Three Suitors

The play begins with a presenter who quiets the feasting audience before 
summing up the narrative.45 In a tone informed by how the play was 
“intended for a lower‑class audience,”46 he concludes:

Anyone who’ll not keep quiet,
Or will not watch the play,
I’ll give him such a kick on the arse
It’ll ache the rest of the day (37–40)47

In a sharp break of tone, the husband character declares, “Wife of my 
heart, and jewel of my mind, / To me you’ve ever been true and kind” 
(41–2). Critics have noted several such breaks between parts. These could 
be informed by the play being based on “four or five different sources.”48 
However, since the playwright appears more than competent enough to 
adjust tone, I propose we view these breaks as intentional. Brix does too, 
finding that the play begins and ends in the courtly tradition, but that 
“nature breaks through” once the suitors show up.49 Courtly ideology 
had long since achieved its functions. By 1500, courtly manners proba‑
bly would have appeared ridiculous to low‑status apprentices. The play‑
wright’s tonal changes align with this worldview of the precariat. While 
lower‑class characters are given “brief and witty” lines, higher‑class ones 
speak with “long‑drawn solemnity, almost pathetically.”50 By connecting 
courtly verbiage to a marriage about to fail, the playwright prepares for 
a more realistic portrayal of male–female relations. After the husband’s 
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self‑important declaration of having to go on a pilgrimage to make up for 
the couple’s “many pleasures and much mirth” (48), his wife responds,

My world’s honor, my heart’s cheer,
You are my noble husband dear;
Whatever you wish, I wish so too,
Whatever you think is best to do (57–60)

A long‑time wife being so verbally accommodating may fit the courtly 
genre, but perhaps few real‑life marriages. The husband bids adieu, “So 
live now chastely, as you should; / As you have been ever, so now be good” 
(95–6).51 Immediately, a farmer approaches the wife, encouraging, “get 
yourself another man” (115). She mentions no lack of lust but fears “dis‑
honor and shame” and that “my husband would me justly hate” (119, 
121). The farmer drops the pretense, what Brix referred to as “nature 
breaks through.” He appeals to her sense of fairness. Since she has the 
power on the illicit short‑term market on which they now interact, she 
should show pity: “Don’t be mean, since you have got / of beauty such 
a share” (129–30). Knowing he has no high status to offer, the farmer 
attempts to sell himself as a capable lover: “If I might mount you for a 
while / that’s the best way I can woo” (139–40).

The wife curses him out. Being propositioned to copulate with a 
lower‑class man repulses her: “a country lout of the kind you are / Farting 
among horses is better far” (143–4). She insults him for being an “ancient 
corpse completely worn [with] a foul, long, pointed beard / And your shitty 
legs need a wash” (147, 151–2). From a modern, humanistic perspective, 
we could criticize her cruel response, but women are incentivized to mis‑
treat suitors with low mate value. Especially when the competition over 
women is high, imposing costs on suitors helps reduce the courting pres‑
sure on women. For a woman of the burgher class, a farmer’s expression of 
lust could also be interpreted as diminishing her mate value. On long‑term 
markets, in monogamous regimes, humans practice assortative mating, that 
is, to pair‑bond with someone of similar value.52 On short‑term markets, 
women tend to use their market power to select men with higher value.53 
Their primary motivation for extrapair copulation seems to be to screen 
men as new potential long‑term partners, although other motivations may 
also play in.54 David Buss concludes, “The mate‑switching hypothesis,  
I believe, provides a scientifically supported answer—that women have 
affairs to extricate themselves from a poor mateship and trade up to a bet‑
ter partner.”55

The farmer appears ignorant of these dynamics. To further discourage 
his advances, the wife confronts him with already having a wife, which he 
denies, true to the farce genre.56 Søndergaard makes a point of how the 
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play’s courtship “conveys how men view women. The woman is made to 
be an object for the man’s advances.”57 I propose that it is more illuminat‑
ing to view male‑centered literary portrayals of mating dynamics not as 
objectification but as an exercise in theory of mind, the ability to mental‑
ize how others think.58 As Europe’s psychological‑institutional coevolution 
intensified, an important function of fiction was to offer people windows 
into the interiority of others.59 Made‑up stories functioned as dojos that 
let audiences practice their theory of mind.60 With the new European man 
being increasingly in charge of his own mate selection—and attraction—
learning to discern “what women want” was crucial. After the Second 
Sexual Revolution, the modern novel would offer similar insights into the 
minds of men, an example of which I will analyze in Chapter 6.

The farmer’s theory of mind is comically weak, as he interprets the wife’s 
criticism as being constructive and goes to a bathhouse to clean himself. 
The sauna attendant continues the abuse, smearing the farmer with filth 
and singeing his beard with a candle. The scene is written for an audi‑
ence that found peasants “ridiculous and contemptible.”61 Being low on 
the urban totem pole, apprentices were driven to put themselves above 
those rural men whom they had left behind to seek a better life. In real‑
ity, apprentices could probably identify with being ignored and mocked 
by women. Such degrading was an important element of the grotesque 
realism that marks these farces.62 Humiliation was meant to discourage 
low‑status men from pursuing female sexuality. The attendant lies to the 
cleaned‑up farmer, “In all the best circles you can go anywhere, / And no 
one will notice you don’t belong there” (189–90).

The wife again rejects the farmer, “No, you’re uglier . . . And I wish 
you’d have an accident” (193, 196). La Palm points out that “the farmer, 
who is the lowest level, actually works the hardest to win the woman’s 
affection.”63 As long as this labor does not affect how the woman perceives 
his status or attractiveness, the farmer’s efforts are to no avail. The willed 
accident comes in the form of his suddenly appearing wife, who drags 
him home by his hair. She insults his manliness by letting the abandoned 
wife know that the farmer has not had sex with her for four years. Critics 
interpret this as impotence,64 a common farce topic. In the contemporary 
school play, Play About a Doctor (Spil om en doktor), another farmer has 
stopped copulating with his wife. When magic makes her young again, 
he is motivated to rejuvenate his “eleventh finger.”65 Farces from this era 
facilitated a public discourse around the challenges of companionate love. 
Several extant works center their thematic arguments on marital chal‑
lenges, such as infidelity, domestic power, and “men and women’s rights 
in the sexual arena.”66 Couples growing sexually tired of each other is a 
predictable outcome of lifelong monogamy—in spite of the courtly insist‑
ence on true love leading to everlasting passion. For the low‑status farmer, 
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clandestine extrapair copulation appears to be his only appealing sexual 
outlet, but his low position deprives him of any such opportunity.

The next suitor is a Dominican monk. When this order arrived in Denmark 
three centuries earlier, they were meant only to rely on alms but began to accu‑
mulate property and wealth. When the mid‑millennium Church attempted to 
retighten morals, promiscuous clergy and monks became targets for people’s 
hatred. Monks were accused of being more interested in “material goods like 
food, drinks, and sexual excesses than in religious values.”67 For young men 
who had chosen crafts instead of religious celibacy, competing against monks 
on the clandestine mating market must have felt especially disheartening. The 
Unfaithful Wife follows farce conventions when the monk offers to throw 
away his robe to reveal his handsome manliness.68

The wife again interprets the offer as undermining her mate value. The 
monk may be more attractive than the farmer, but should she “go to 
bed with a holy brother, [she would get] all kinds of trouble and bother” 
(225–6). The fact that she abuses the monk less severely suggests that she 
finds him to be a better match—but not the optimal one. Having experi‑
enced how much power she has on the short‑term market, the wife con‑
templates, “If I really would my virtue waste, / A courtier would better suit 
my taste” (227–8). To what extent these lines reveal a conscious will to 
cheat I offer no opinion on. Like with all drama, much would depend on 
how the actors played their part.69

A nobleman appears and dominates the monk verbally, beats him, and 
tears off his robe. The play establishes a clear hierarchy. In promiscuous 
regimes, this is often how animals distribute mating opportunities, by 
having males fight over pecking order so that females know with whom 
to mate. Had this contest been informed by heroic love, the nobleman 
may have felt entitled to rape a woman who lacked sufficient male pro‑
tection. This late‑medieval nobleman respects female consent. He even 
signals honestly that his interest is purely short‑term: “I find myself 
inclined to pleasure; / I’d give you joy beyond all measure” (249–50). 
This crude proposition suggests that his theory of mind is suboptimally 
strong, but his status sweetens the offer. In line with Buss’s mate‑ 
switching hypothesis, the wife seems to open up for extrapair sex as a 
means for entering into a new pair‑bond. Yet she cannot simply switch—
not in mid‑millennium Odense—and this is not what the nobleman offers. 
She respectfully rejects him,

I have a husband as you know.
I promised him I would be true,
And upon my soul that will I do.
I trust you will not angry be,
But that you leave, it is my plea (266–70)
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Her insistence on remaining chaste seems a prudent strategy. If she wants 
to replace her husband, she must consider male mate preferences. Men are 
evolutionarily invested in reducing paternity uncertainty to avoid wasting 
often precarious resources on other men’s offspring. Sexual jealousy and 
a preference for virginity are among the male adaptations that safeguard 
men’s genetic legacy. A third adaptation is a “preference for cues that auger 
well for postmating sexual fidelity and loyalty.”70 By not giving in to the 
nobleman’s offer of short‑term mating, the wife provides such a cue. Like 
Søndergaard noted, that “by first holding back as part of the sexual game, 
she increases her value in the eyes of the nobleman.”71 An evolutionary 
approach reveals the rationale behind this game.

Witches and Devils Can Get You Laid

Conceptualizing what a witch represents is challenging for modern minds. 
To discern what a particular fictional one meant to drunk, horny appren‑
tices in Odense around 1500 is an even more fraught endeavor. Throwing 
into the mix a few cowardly devils does not help. No wonder critics have 
disregarded this climax sequence as a joke, a dramatized anecdote, or sim‑
ply ridiculous. I propose that we view this supernatural arena as represent‑
ing the antithesis to prosocial behavior. The nobleman first flatters the old 
witch, then ensures, “Whatever you want, yours shall it be, / And we’ll be 
friends, I guarantee” (275–6). Such transparently false promises attest to 
how he pursues a highly competitive, selfish, and deceitful strategy. He is 
still driven by short‑term lust, merely wanting for the witch’s black magic 
to win over the wife’s will.

Because female sexuality is so valuable and inaccessible—especially at 
this time and place—courters could be incentivized to go too far to the 
detriment of social functionality.72 The fact that infidelity was disruptive 
is attested to by the many guild rules that prohibited sex with the wives, 
sisters, or mothers of other members.73 On this point, I hang the crux 
of my argument with regard to the authorial intent behind the play’s 
ending. The schoolmaster at Our Lady, or someone else connected to 
the school, adapted a handful of plays, most or all of which had been 
written by German craftsmen. The playwright appears to flip the chaste 
morality of the core play by letting the wife cheat in the end. This would 
enthuse his students’ audiences, motivating generous donations of food, 
alcohol, and cash. After acknowledging the oppressive mating condi‑
tions to which low‑status men are relegated, the playwright still compels 
these men to remain on the prosocial path. Witches lend themselves to 
such a thematic argument. Irrespective of which psychological or social 
significance a particular witch may have, this folklore figure represents 
in‑group individuals who are perceived to threaten a community’s 
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functionality.74 Devils can be ascribed a similar function, as embodying 
norms and values that would make a society come unglued if enough 
people followed their antisocial example. Connecting hypercompetitive 
suitors to witches and devils should therefore resonate with medieval 
minds.

The old woman’s exclusive focus on monetary compensation aligns with 
how her supernatural world is one of selfish desires, quid‑pro‑quo, and 
shameless deception. She conjures a devil whom she makes whisper into 
the wife’s ear:

The flesh of a man is sheer delight,
When lying with him all the night.
A wealthy woman you’ll be if you will,
Eat what you like, and drink your fill.
It’s better by far to live the sweet life,
Than struggling all day with sorrow and strife (331–6)

The wife rejects this offer of sex, wealth, food, and drink. Her steadfast‑
ness makes the devil vouch for her fidelity: “No tempter can make her do 
any wrong. / If you made all the devils participate, / They still couldn’t 
get her to fornicate” (344–6). The nobleman does not accept the witch’s 
defeat, not after having paid for her services. Her final, most powerful trick 
is that of the weeping dog, a centuries‑old European motif.75 Brix reads the 
scene to convey that “when words cannot find the way, the living example 
can: the female heart can be moved to compassion.”76 After the witch has 
told the story of a chaste woman whose suitor turned her into a dog, the 
wife gives in: “Rather than end in this canine fashion, / I’ll agree to satisfy 
his passion” (417–8).

Whether such a submission is psychologically credible matters less. 
The playwright may have tempted his audience with sex‑related theory 
of mind, but he is not training them in the art of seduction. By dramatiz‑
ing how black magic is the most effective means for the clandestine mat‑
ing market, he connects success on this market to antisocial forces. The 
fact that only powerful magic could sway the wife appears to make the 
nobleman assign her greater mate value. He now insists that his inten‑
tions are long‑term: “I should give you all you say / And love you till my 
dying day” (429–30). The two interior transformations that facilitate 
this outcome may, to modern readers, appear crucial to understand, as 
the play’s body of criticism illustrates. At this time, however, the West’s 
psychological‑institutional coevolution had not yet motivated the inte‑
rior obsession that would come to define modern drama. What mattered 
to audiences was that “the confident knight gets his desire, as does the 
unfaithful wife.”77
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From Sexual Laxness to Puritanism

The presenter conveys through the epilog his two most pressing agendas. 
First, he sums up the morality that has been conveyed:

In this play you’ve seen and heard,
How the witch helped the courtier get the bird.
Now if any of you want to try this device,
It’s of the witch you should ask advice;
The devil has taught her many an art,
As you could see when she played her part (437–42)

That this ending is “peculiar” may be, but the moral is hardly “a joke,” as 
suggested by Smith and La Palm. The mid‑millennium battle over MFPs 
had exceptionally serious stakes. No doubt, modern Westerners will be 
drawn to side with the sexual permissiveness of pre‑Reformation thought. 
Female independence and sexual agency reached a level it would take cen‑
turies to surpass. The Unfaithful Wife and the German Shrovetide plays 
it built on “portray women as active agents with physical needs, not least 
a living sexuality.”78 Tine De Moor and Jan Luiten van Zanden refer 
to the fifteenth century as “the golden days of the EMP.” The booming 
post‑Plague labor market empowered lower‑class women and men, which 
contributed to the era’s sexual laxness. De Moor and van Zanden locate 
the moral fall to occur in the sixteenth century when “there was a tendency 
to stress parental authority again.”79

My evolutionary perspective makes me challenge this conclusion. The 
iniquitous gender consequences of sixteenth‑ and seventeenth‑century 
Puritanism can appear immoral from today’s perspective, but the era’s 
delegitimization of female sexuality was also effective. Since women are 
the sexually selecting sex—and less drawn to promiscuity than what men 
are—oppressing their sexuality is an accessible, efficacious means for 
reducing pre‑ and extramarital copulation. We will see the same dynamics 
in the Romantic Century (1750–1850). First, female sexuality is celebrated 
(Chapter 5), then delegitimized to counter a large increase in illegitimate 
births (Chapter 6). Were it a moral universal to let people procreate based 
on personal desire alone, De Moor and van Zanden would have a point. 
But if retightening the EMP was necessary in order to prevent Malthusian 
crises during periods of stagnant growth, this mating regime could not 
have had its golden days when its restrictions were under severe challenge. 
Somehow, Europeans had to match the number of mouths to feed with the 
calories they could produce with contemporary technology. They could 
have returned to infant murder or perhaps found other ways to prevent 
unsustainable population growth, but Christian thought made the oppres‑
sion of female sexuality the most compelling means.
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Early modern mating could have played out in a variety of ways. The fact 
that Europeans arrived at the same conclusion as The Unfaithful Wife—
to double down on the EMP—may offend modern intuitions but seems 
also to have made those very intuitions possible. The sacrifices young men 
and women made during those centuries facilitated the environment from 
which we cast our modern judgment. This perspective makes Scandinavia’s 
only extant Shrovetide farce a more relevant, and illuminating, work than 
what critics have posited so far.

Later school plays reflect the moral transformation that followed. “The 
Reformation maintained the status quo of gender relations, and valued 
stability and order,” writes Kirsi Stjerna, “The life of the home . . . was 
arranged according to the same patriarchal model that was at the root of 
the guild system.”80 No longer were devils the tempters, but women were. 
They became those who “alone carried the sin.”81 In the late‑1500s school 
play Tobiæ Komedie, a woman faces three suitors who represent not class 
but one deadly sin each. The final suitor is the most contemptible, a man 
known to have slept around. Representing lust, this libidinous character 
establishes himself as the favored villain in similar plays from this period.82 
When a proper marriage is finally secured, modeled after the Holy Family, 
the mother warns her daughter: “Be wary of young apprentices.”83 Con‑
temporaneously, the play Calumnia warns against listening to whispering 
seducers.84 With these Protestant school plays, “the moral tightening of the 
family structure was completed—at least literarily.”85

The Unfaithful Wife was on the winning side of this moral contesta‑
tion.86 It conveyed to its apprentice audiences that working hard to earn 
master craftsman status was their best bet for a better tomorrow, also in 
terms of mating; that is how the epilog ties a moral ribbon on such a crude 
play. Once this message is conveyed, the presenter turns to a different bod‑
ily desire. His second agenda is shared through the play’s final lines: “Now 
it’s time that we got out of here, / But not before we’ve had some beer!” 
(445–6).

Irregular Decline in Sexual Repression

If my interpretation is convincing, The Unfaithful Wife embodies the mat‑
ing morality of the EMP. The play’s pragmatism aligns with companionate 
love. Its innovation lied in promoting Church MFPs not by dramatizing an 
ideal bible world but through satirizing recognizable mating dynamics with 
impressive precision. Critics have not been attuned to these elements. Søn‑
dergaard concluded that “The Unfaithful Wife is far from being a moralizing 
play.”87 The ending’s “(anti)moral is: if you have trouble getting a woman to 
bed, go to a cunning woman for help.”88 Through this purported encourage‑
ment of infidelity, the play “breaks with important aspects of the Church’s 
worldview . . . thus representing a rebellion against religious norms.”89 Such 



80  Companionate Love & the Nuptial Valve

criticism represents a misguided approach to fiction. The fact that characters 
act immorally must not translate into a work’s thematic argument condon‑
ing their behavior. The playwright takes a strong stand against clandestine 
mating through (1) connecting such mating to black magic in the witch 
sequence and (2) spelling out the significance of this in the epilog.

This ending makes the play not rebel against tradition but express a 
typically medieval worldview: yes, the social order is unfair, yet “there 
was no room for the thought that progress might change conditions of 
life, because the idea of progress and real development did not exist.”90 
Mostly during the upside‑down world of Shrovetide were grievances, like 
those of class and gender, worth entertaining.91 Conveying such morality 
through a crude play, one that appealed to marginalized men, would likely 
have been a more productive strategy than the proselytization of religious 
plays. Admittedly, subtly promoting the soundness of chastity to inebri‑
ated Shrovetide revelers would have made for unreliable uptake, but moral 
reception is a perpetual challenge for all storytellers.

The early modern retightening of public morality did not have an imme‑
diate impact on people’s behavior. It took around a century for Europe‑
ans to internalize the new ethos.92 This too is a pattern we will see in 
the Romantic Century, how it takes decades, or generations, for a new 
mating ideology to permeate populations. With the seventeenth century’s 
economic crisis and stagnation,93 Puritan chastity served Europeans well. 
Libertine culture arose here and there, but did not influence the behav‑
ior of large population segments.94 Toward the eighteenth century, writes 
Posner, there was a “gradual although irregular decline in sexual repres‑
sion.”95 When the eighteenth century arrived, the EMP was again bursting 
at the seams. Young Europeans had had enough of companionate prag‑
matism. An increasing number of them wanted to make their own mating 
decisions. Wage labor, mobility, and an ever‑more individualistic psychol‑
ogy facilitated the Second Sexual Revolution. Three decades before this 
momentous transformation, Ludvig Holberg began writing stage comedies 
that anticipated romantic love and individual choice, and a few of the 
social consequences that would transform mating over the next centuries. 
He made domestic servants—the largest group deprived of mating by the 
EMP—the heroes of his plays and a moral vanguard for the new era.
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4	 Promoting Romantic Love
Individual Choice in Holberg’s 
Comedies (1722–1754)

Romantic love is an ideology of individual choice, of wanting to copu‑
late and pair‑bond based on one’s individual desires. Modern Western‑
ers may take such a regime for granted, but our ancestors generally did 
not get to pick their own mates. In past societies, at least those we know 
of, arranged marriages were the norm.1 Around 1750, the Second Sexual 
Revolution opened up unchartered mating territory for Homo sapiens. We 
are still dealing with the consequences, and we are yet to unite around 
norms and values that facilitate a stable mating regime. This revolution’s 
unrivaled empowering of the individual set in motion the cultural evolu‑
tion that underpins today’s plummeting fertility rates. A generation before 
this revolution, Scandinavia’s preeminent Enlightenment figure promoted 
romantic love but also predicted externalities similar to those we struggle 
with today.

Ludvig Holberg (1684–1754) had an exceptional ability to step out of 
his own culture. This ornery, intellectual loner lived his life at a social and 
psychological distance from other people that helped him see the relativ‑
ism of what others experienced as truth.2 In this chapter, I argue that he 
was among the most heterodox and prescient European thinkers of the 
eighteenth century. Until recently, scholars were mostly oblivious to this 
aspect of one of Scandinavia’s most beloved playwrights and influential 
academics. The consensus has mostly been that Holberg was an unoriginal 
thinker and a playwright who followed conventions to entertain.3 My evo‑
lutionary approach to Holberg’s stage comedies allows me to make a case 
for how two centuries of criticism have overlooked fundamental aspects 
of his comedic oeuvre. His plays embody an understanding of the evolu‑
tion of mating ideologies that, with twenty‑first‑century hindsight, appears 
remarkably astute. If my interpretation is convincing, it is imperative that 
we revalue Holberg’s imaginative character as a playwright and his origi‑
nality as a thinker.

With my novel approach, I hope to further the reappraisal of Holberg 
that has marked the past decades. After the Third Sexual Revolution of the 
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1960s, critics finally became attuned to how Holberg, arguably, had been 
Scandinavia’s first feminist.4 His decades‑long campaign for educational 
and professional equality for women put Holberg “ahead of the entire 
Enlightenment Hall of Fame.”5 A quarter of a millennium after gender 
equality appeared obviously preferable to Holberg, Scandinavian popula‑
tions internalized the same position.

In the past decade, scholars have discovered another exceptional aspect 
of Holbergian thought: how dramatically he broke with his era’s Eurocen‑
tric universality.6 The West’s psychological‑institutional coevolution had 
driven people toward ever more abstract thinking, which expressed itself 
in a quest for universal truths and rights.7 Through scholarly and fictional 
works, Holberg warned against the consequences of such narcissism. His 
insights align with “the new cosmopolitanism and transnationalism as 
they have re‑emerged over the last twenty years.”8

In previous studies, I have shown how Holberg imbued Scandinavia’s 
first novel, Niels Klim’s Underground Travels (1741), with historicist cos‑
mopolitanism, a relativist stance which opposes Eurocentric universal‑
ity.9 His philosophical novel warns against how Enlightenment thought 
could underpin colonial practices of the sort that would come to mark the 
centuries ahead. Western exceptionalism culminated with the post‑1989 
end‑of‑history hubris.10 Only after this ideology had crashed into the reali‑
ties of the twenty‑first century did scholars become attuned to what Holberg 
had warned against. His prescience and insights justify placing Holberg 
alongside Giambattista Vico, another ornery loner whose proto‑historicist 
New Science (1725) made him one of the eighteenth century’s most origi‑
nal thinkers.11

In this chapter, I argue that Holberg’s prescience was similarly impres‑
sive with regard to mating. His plays center on what I consider to be 
his epoch’s most fateful transition, that from companionate to romantic 
love. The pivotal eighteenth century—the entry point into modernity—
is mostly approached from a political‑philosophical perspective. To 
understand the consequences of the Enlightenment, we must realize how 
its concern with individual rights is intricately tied to copulation and 
pair‑bonding. The modern West’s transition from a regime predomi‑
nantly of arranged marriages to one of individual choice was unique. 
Under no previous social order were young people to such an extent able 
to wrest power over mate choice away from their family and kin.12 This 
empowerment of the individual gained momentum with the Second Sex‑
ual Revolution, but as we will see over the next chapters, environmen‑
tal conditions could not support psychological expectations. Only with 
post‑World War II prosperity and the contraceptive pill could Westerners 
afford to fully realize the promises inherent in the revolution supported 
by Holberg’s plays.
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Scandinavia’s one‑man Enlightenment show was not the first thinker 
or storyteller to support individual mate choice. This has been a central 
question through humanity’s forager and agricultural phases. Fiction has 
always asked what the right balance is between individual and parental 
choice. Literary theorist Northrop Frye wrote that the conflict between 
the “Society of Young” and “Society of Old” defined the comedy format 
we inherited from ancient Greece.13 Holberg’s renewal lay in making his 
“Society of Young” embody the early‑1700s rebellion against the com‑
panionate ideology which upheld the EMP. He identified a moral change 
among young wage earners that he thought would undermine the power 
that the “Society of Old” wielded in matters of mating. Holberg envi‑
sioned how such a revolution would transform society, including the perils 
this entailed. He thought individual choice would drive an increasing reli‑
ance on market logic—the mode of reasoning that at the time was gaining 
influence—also with regard to copulation and pair‑bonding. He predicted 
an evolution toward a mating morality evocative of confluent love. With 
gender equality, men and women would no longer seek complementariness 
but compatibility. Affluent men to an increasing extent marrying affluent 
women, Holberg feared, would contribute to rising economic inequalities, 
such as those we experience today, which would further a process of mar‑
ginalization that disincentivizes reproduction.

These insights, I argue, fueled Holberg’s impetus to write his first more 
than two dozen plays in three years. Critics have assumed that he was 
driven mostly to entertain. A common accusation has been that his plays 
lack “contemporary relevance.”14 Situating his work at the tail end of the 
EMP reveals Holberg’s deep social engagement. The comedies dramatize 
other timely conflicts as well, but gender and mating seem more relevant to 
Holberg than to any other prominent thinker of his era. From this perspec‑
tive, it is unfortunate that his modern standard biographer concluded that 
Holberg only reluctantly wrote of mating:

Holberg followed ancient conventions loyally, which dictated that these 
are the comedy’s regular themes. It is obvious that he would rather do 
without these outdated tropes, and that he fills them with fully conven‑
tional content, without any noticeable new dimension based on his own 
experience.15

In the following, I argue the opposite. Holberg renews the ancient comedy 
format.16 He is strongly driven to engage his era’s problematics of mat‑
ing, which he does by embodying his works with the ethos of the Sec‑
ond Sexual Revolution. He seems able to do this precisely because of “his 
own experience”—one of nonparticipation. Holberg appears to have been 
a lifelong celibate, perhaps due to a testicular condition which causes 
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infertility and reduced libido.17 His distance from the mating games peo‑
ple play probably helped him realize the relativity of the ideology which 
informs these games, as well as how a changed environment would neces‑
sitate a novel ideology. Holberg identified several of the individual and 
social mechanisms that seem to inform why the West is now headed for a 
demographic collapse.

Women and Proletarians

In the early 1720s, when Holberg was asked to write for Denmark’s first 
professional theater with performances in the vernacular, he had already 
taken a strong position on the topic his compatriots would need another 
century and a half to take seriously: the woman question. Jonathan Israel 
found only one contemporary thinker of prominence who was able to 
abstract gender to the extent that Holberg did.18 François Poulain de la 
Barre took Descartes’ dualism so seriously that he wrote two treatises argu‑
ing that gender differences did not affect processes within the Cartesian 
container, that is, our brains.19 Confusingly, he followed up with a third 
treatise that argued the opposite.20

Holberg did not waver. His support of female equality was a returning 
thread through his literary and scholarly production. In his 1716 mono‑
graph on natural law,21 in the epic poem Peder Paars (1720),22 and in the 
humorous poem “Zille Hans Dotter’s Defense of Womankind” (1722),23 
Holberg argues that women should have equal educational and profes‑
sional opportunity. In one of his first plays, Jean de France (1722),24 the 
servant Marthe warns a male chauvinist of the upcoming revolutions of 
gender and class: “The time will come when society will consider brains 
more important than sex and ability greater than name” (74).25

Contemporary readers and critics ignored Holberg’s vision for the future 
of men and women. They seem to have assumed that he was joking.26 
Nineteenth‑century critics maintained this position.27  C. W. Smith took 
Holberg seriously but suggested that the polymath’s unconventional views 
on women resulted from him never having been married to one.28 Georg 
Brandes, the nineteenth century’s premier Scandinavian critic, was the first 
to recognize Holberg’s intellectual achievement:

With an eye for the human, not for the womanly in the woman, 
Holberg has, as a result of his brilliance, anticipated and advocated 
the largest and most fateful social revolution that the remote future 
carried within it.29

Leading critics continued to underplay Holberg’s gender prescience.30 After 
the Third Sexual Revolution, scholars became eager to align Holberg’s 
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writings with social democratic gender equality.31 We see the same pattern 
as with The Unfaithful Wife in the previous chapter. Most critics are so 
blinded by their era’s mating ideology that they struggle to take seriously 
positions that go against their own. Once Scandinavia had become the 
world’s most gender‑equal region, some scholars praised Holberg as the 
first Nordic feminist.32

But what was Holberg’s agenda; why did he obsess over gender and 
mating? Anne Jensen believes Holberg, like Poulain de la Barre, had his 
feminism inspired by Descartes, but finds no evidence to support her posi‑
tion.33 Thomas Bredsdorff is not convinced by Jensen or those who seek 
a biological explanation in Holberg’s possible cryptorchidism, a testicular 
condition that complicates mating.34 Holberg would perhaps have found 
Bredsdorff to be overstating his case when concluding that “the ability 
and imagination to imagine a world in which women have other rights are 
located between the ears, not between the legs.”35 Holberg conceptualized 
biology as interacting with the environment in a manner that made ques‑
tions of nature versus nurture more complex than what was appreciated 
by contemporary universalists. His imagination may not have been driven 
by what was between his legs, but people’s gender, class, and other char‑
acteristics affect their thinking. If Holberg suffered a condition that made 
copulation and pair‑bonding less attractive, his nonparticipation may have 
helped him see mating dynamics more clearly.

Such biocultural thinking made Holberg a relativist who nonetheless 
grounded his case for gender—and also racial—equality in humanity’s 
shared nature.36 He viewed “fashions and conventions as secondary con‑
structs, in the face of which ‘nature’ is claimed to be a more stable base.”37 
Brandes and Bredsdorff both emphasize that Holberg’s primary concern 
was not female empowerment but to improve human relations.38 In his 
monograph on heroes of history, Holberg spells out that “my purpose is 
not to encourage women to demand any rights, but to exhort men not to 
talk too grandiosely of their own greatness and to ground this in nature.”39 
For him, gender equality was a question of efficacy, informed not by a 
framework of abstract rights but by what benefits society. Such a utilitar‑
ian stance, I argue, also informs his criticism of eighteenth‑century mating. 
His plays offer generous room for the proponents of companionate love to 
present their best case. Those who support romantic love win the thematic 
argument not because their ideology is true but because it better fits their 
environment.

The conflict Holberg dramatizes is perennial, but his answers are anchored 
in time and place. The period 1500–1700 had entailed “the disintegration 
of the peasantry as a social class,” while 1700–1900 heralded “the rise of 
capitalism . . . with the formation of the proletariat.”40 Holberg’s life strad‑
dled this transition. Companionate love had fit the peasant reality, one of 
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resource precarity and strong familial bonds. Romantic love appealed to 
the growing proletariat, an uprooted class with personal salaries and indi‑
vidualistic ambitions. At this time, around half of Scandinavians worked as 
servants in their youth. Similar numbers marked Northwestern Europe.41 
Women being away from family and earning their own money “gave rise to 
a veritable sexual revolution among young working‑class women between 
1750 and 1850.”42 It might sound unromantic, but the Romantic Century 
was undergirded by cash. These “new proletarians of the eighteenth cen‑
tury were the vanguard of the sexual revolution because they were the first 
to be caught up in the market economy.”43

In Holberg’s comedies, this class embodies his progressive mating 
morality. Domestic servants—often named Henrich and Pernille—execute 
intrigues that disempower the older generations who uphold the ideals of 
companionate love. The plays often end with young people being allowed 
to marry whom their hearts desire or—if they prefer—someone who lets 
them elevate their socioeconomic standing. Holbergian love thus entails a 
rational approach to pair‑bonding, but one that accommodates the irra‑
tional potential of human emotions, which can be strong when young peo‑
ple are driven to copulate and pair‑bond. In The Fidget (Den Stundesløse, 
1731), Holberg has a character express that “love is such a strong passion 
that one transgresses all boundaries to enjoy what one sincerely desires” 
(III,5).44 In Masquerades (Mascarade, 1724), young Leonora condemns 
her “new love, but I can’t prevent it” (185).45 In the premodern world, 
suppressing such desires may have been adaptive. In the modern West, 
Holberg predicted that we could better afford to accommodate the emo‑
tions that he himself never got to experience.46

Individual vs. Parental Choice

When he wrote of his own life‑long bachelorhood, Holberg offered the 
EMP as an excuse. In several writings, he quips that when he was suitable 
for marriage, he could not afford a wife, and when he finally could, he was 
no longer suited. “I used to fear poverty,” he writes, “now I fear horns.”47 
Scholars have not found this explanation fully convincing, as Holberg 
was still only 33 years old when he earned a well‑paid professorship.48 
The horns he mentions, a symbol for being cuckolded, show up in several 
plays. For women, a way to surpass the demands for resource accumula‑
tion was to marry an older man of means. To a lesser extent, young men 
married widows for similar reasons.49 Holberg lets the servant class argue 
against such pragmatism.50

In Pernille’s Brief Experience as a Lady (Pernilles korte Frøiken‑Stand, 
1727), Pernille refuses to support a marriage motivated by money: “I’d 
wring her neck before I let her marry that old scoundrel.” She insists that 
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such a union would lead to “unhappiness and destruction,” even com‑
paring it to murder. Holberg’s plays portray such old man–young woman 
pairings to be against nature, a way for those of means to oppress those 
without. Pernille makes it imperative to cheat on these men: a woman 
trapped in a union of this kind “was very poorly raised if she didn’t make 
him a cuckold. Yes, I’d say for my part that I’d never speak to her if she 
didn’t do it” (285–7).51 Marital infidelity is thus offered as a means for 
subversive politics, a revenge that the impoverished young should inflict 
upon those who drew them into a companionate pair‑bond.

Holberg lets the parent generation counter Pernille’s romantic 
universalism:

You love‑sick girls only pay attention to youth and handsome faces, 
and you think that your joy comes from that; but when the first heat is 
over, we begin, but all too late, to lament our folly, so the intense love 
changes to hate and disagreement in marriage. On the other hand, if 
you marry to become affluent, love will surely grow more and more, 
until finally even that man who seemed ugly in the beginning will catch 
your eye every time you consider the affluence he has brought you.

(295)

In Jacob von Tyboe (1723), we get a sense of how such pragmatism is 
informed by the former generation’s experiences with living in an environ‑
ment of intermittent catastrophe. Young people in love may be “happy 
in the beginning, but as soon as poverty and want enter the household, 
love is transformed into hatred and blame.” Environmental pressures are 
portrayed to affect mating cognition, as “he whom we previous could not 
look at without disgust will shine in our eyes as an Adonis every time we 
consider the affluence with which he has provided us” (III,3).

Holberg emphasizes the importance of context. Companionate love 
was not an ideology someone clever had conceived of and imposed on 
the young. It arose as a cultural response to an environment in which 
farmers struggled to reproduce their numbers. Viewing marriage primar‑
ily as a means for provision could secure your lineage’s survival. Only 
in the 1770s—with economic growth, increasing promiscuity, declin‑
ing mortality, and the waning of epidemics—would Scandinavia’s lower 
classes overtake the rich in terms of reproduction.52 In this new context, 
people could afford to place greater emphasis on emotion when choosing 
mates. Holberg, the incurable skeptic, did not buy into the transcendent 
aspirations that would mark the nineteenth‑century version of roman‑
tic love.53 He did not think that human emotions offered truth but that 
self‑determination and gender equality could lead to somewhat more suc‑
cessful pair‑bonds. He hoped for a future in which fewer had to marry 
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for money or remain single. A first step toward such a future was to 
leave courting to the young instead of having parents abuse the custom 
of double consent.

In Jean de France, a father insists that marriage is “not for the sake of 
the individual, but for the family” (76). Parental coercion was the linchpin 
of the EMP—and Holberg’s dramatic fuel. In Erasmus Montanus (1723), 
a father expresses, “My wife and I are decent, God‑fearing people who 
would sooner wring our daughter’s neck than give her to a man who says 
that the world is round and brings false doctrine to this town” (178).54 
Holberg aligns their position with irrationality by grounding parental 
refusal in flat‑earth beliefs. Yet he also sympathizes with parental concern. 
Arranged marriages may feel immoral to us modern Westerners, but there 
were adaptive reasons for why families had always—although to various 
extents—imposed their will on the young. In the premodern world, choos‑
ing the right mate could be of existential importance. Marriages can have 
complex stakes, and teenage emotions are not optimized for making rea‑
soned, holistic decisions. Holberg was not blind to the risks of individual 
choice but skeptical of parental wisdom. In Jean de France, he has Marthe 
warn against what evolutionary psychologists refer to as the “parent‑
offspring conflict over mating,”55 that is, how parents are incentivized to 
select mates that can benefit in‑laws:

I don’t believe you should align yourself with the whims of your par‑
ents. They arrange marriages only for their own interests, so they can 
align themselves with families who can advance them, so they often 
sacrifice their children’s welfare for such arrangements. Young people, 
on the other hand, don’t think about such things, but choose a partner 
for a spouse whom they wish to live with in happiness, and they love 
just for love’s sake.

(73)

Under the companionate regime, parents who were well‑off had more influ‑
ence over mate choice because they had resources on which their offspring 
relied. For the poorest youth, the EMP pushed up their marriage age, but 
marrying “for love [was] the dubious privilege of those without property.”56 
Holberg compared these courtship regimes, concluding that the compan‑
ionate approach was ineffective compared to how “a peasant lad falls in 
love with a girl today and puts her in the bridal bed tomorrow. Marriage 
of distinguished folk, on the other hand, does not take place without previ‑
ous unnecessary formalities and preparations.”57 In Masquerades, Holberg 
uses Henrich as his mouthpiece: “When one gets engaged oneself without 
the parents as agents; then one can have the engagement, the wedding, and 
the preparations for the christening all at once” (174). The marriage‑ready 



94  Promoting Romantic Love

burgher daughter in The Political Tinker (Den Politiske Kandstøber, 1722) 
exemplifies how such individualistic thinking was gaining influence: “I will 
not be a Young Lady . . . I’d rather be a peasant’s daughter, then I’d be sure 
to get the man to whom I’ve already given my heart” (31).58

Holberg sided with romantic love but did not encourage rebellion, 
similar to the way in which he did not encourage women to demand 
rights. “A  child commits a reprehensible deed when marrying someone 
the parents do not find suitable,” he writes in his work on natural law, 
“since it is of the greatest importance for a father that no son‑in‑law or 
daughter‑in‑law is imposed on him against his will.” As he aged, Holberg’s 
evolving understanding of natural law more strongly supported romantic 
love. He concludes his chapter on the duties of parents and children: “A 
child can reverently refuse to bind themselves to a spouse to whom their 
heart does not agree, since the bond of marriage should be mutual love, 
and it is difficult to love based on command.”59 In his fictional works, 
Holberg tried to influence audiences through staging the benefits of letting 
individuals play out their mate preferences on open markets. The prosper‑
ous should learn from peasant courtship, in which

it all happens in an orderly and natural fashion. Each of the lovers is 
without mask; they settle on the price themselves, and the agreement is 
made without plenipotentiaries; for which reason, such marriages have 
better outcomes than those made with artfulness.60

Market logic is here applied to mating. The man and woman know bet‑
ter themselves what they value—how aspects of their relationship should 
be priced—so they should make their own pair‑bonding decisions. Such 
thinking would drive an increasing emphasis on the individual good rather 
than the good of kin or community, or even marriage itself. Holberg antici‑
pated how such a regime would bring new challenges.

Gender Equality and Serial Pair‑Bonding

In The Political Tinker, an unsympathetic man speculates on how, in their 
emerging world of greater commercialization, men could use market logic 
also to force wives into social submission. Instead of lifelong monogamy, 
he wants marriage contracts “for a specific number of years, so when a 
man isn’t happy with his wife, he can make a new contract with another 
one.” Such a regime would ensure that “there wouldn’t be one shrewish 
wife . . . instead each would do her best to pay lip service to her husband 
to have the contract renewed.” His proposal embodies a proto‑confluent 
love, one without gender equality. Another character suggests that more 
open mating markets could also empower women. A temporary contract 
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would let women “be separated from a husband who was either cruel to 
her or a deadbeat who only ate and drank and refused to work to support 
his wife and children.” The men ponder that, with more open marriages, 
perhaps both husband and wife could also “get a little something on the 
side” (17–8).

With this exchange, Holberg outlines precisely what Homo sapiens 
evolved for: serial pair‑bonding interspersed with opportunistic, short‑term 
relationships.61 Agriculture had incentivized lifelong pair‑bonds, but as this 
phase was nearing its end for Westerners, thinkers and artists like Holberg 
began exploring which novel mating regime might align better with human 
nature. Protestantism had already made divorce legal, but social sanctions 
ensured that it remained rare: through the early modern period, Norwegian 
records show fewer than a dozen divorces a year.62 After the sexually per‑
missive fifteenth century, Protestantism had cracked down also on “a little 
something on the side,” but Holberg stages how our evolved nature seeks 
outlet when culture conspires against our impulses.

In Jeppe of the Hill (Jeppe paa Bierget, 1722), the protagonist is cuckolded 
by his wife, who sleeps with a high‑status man, a deacon. The narrative con‑
veys a comically pragmatic attitude toward such and other transgressions. 
Holberg’s most famous work entails a return to the sexual subversiveness 
of Shrovetide plays such as The Unfaithful Wife. Interestingly, in both the 
fifteenth and eighteenth centuries, the popularity of farce comedies with gro‑
tesque realism coincided with the EMP’s weakened ability to inspire chastity. 
Holberg’s comedies reflect how early modern Puritanism had become less 
convincing. In the early 1700s, mating culture transformed. The number 
of women who took men to court for not agreeing to marriage after sex 
skyrocketed. Part of the double‑consent doctrine had been to view sex as a 
de facto marriage contract. In 1734, the Danish‑Norwegian government put 
an end to these lawsuits by establishing that men no longer owed marriage 
to seduced women. In 1783, both parties were free to pull out of betrothal, 
a formal premarital agreement that in 1799 was discarded altogether.63 Indi‑
vidual rights increasingly trumped the cultural mechanisms that had con‑
nected sex and reproduction to pair‑bonding.

Holberg’s comedies convey how this radically new environment requires 
novel morality. In Jean de France, Marthe sums up: “The old prophets are 
dead, and the new ones don’t work” (72). Instead of putting on a prophet 
cloak, Holberg encourages flexibility. In Jeppe of the Hill, he lets Nille—
Jeppe’s violent, cuckolding wife—convey the importance of doing what 
works. The parson tells her, “You’re too hard on your husband, after all, 
he is and should be master of the house.” She answers, “If I let my husband 
rule this house for just one year, neither the baron would get his rent nor 
the parson his offerings, for in that time he’d drink up everything in the 
house.” The overseer accepts this reversal of gender roles, as “it does say in 
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the ritual that you should honor and obey your husband; but on the other 
hand, it’s written in your lease, which is more current than your vows, that 
you must keep up your farm and pay your rent” (110).

Holberg offers a similar argument in Henrick and Pernille (Henrick og 
Pernille, 1724).64 When capable wives are forced to submit to incapable 
husbands, they should promise “submissiveness in the marriage contract 
on day 1, do some adjustments in the contract on day 2, disregard it on 
day 3, be involved in decisions on day 4, and sit alone at the helm before 
the week is over” (I,3). If little but market logic remains to inform our deci‑
sions, gender roles must be negotiated by each couple, and pair‑bonds will 
only last for as long as they are practical. This is a step beyond the romantic 
love that would prescribe lifelong marriage and distinct roles to each sex. 
Several of Holberg’s plays support a development toward gender‑equal, 
confluent love. Jeppe of the Hill makes a case for the superiority of what 
we today take for granted: the ability to end dysfunctional relationships. 
The play’s most iconic line is: “People in the county are quick to say Jeppe 
drinks, but they never ask why Jeppe drinks” (111). Although “why does 
Jeppe drink?” has become a Nordic cultural enigma, I propose that him 
being trapped in a dysfunctional pair‑bond is the most immediate reason 
for his alcoholism. How the play ends can be read to excuse both his drink‑
ing and Nille’s extrapair copulation, as none of these transgressions are 
punished. The couple’s domestic dread appears unsolvable without a new 
ideology of love.

Holberg supports such a moral evolution but also envisions how an 
ever‑more individualistic mating regime could harm communities. He lets 
Pernille convey his concern for the cementation and furthering of class 
inequities. His eye for such dynamics stemmed from how he considered it 
his nature to take the side of the weakest, supporting the “conquered and 
oppressed,” as this was nobler.65 Holberg warns against how, when both 
husbands and wives earn incomes, the homophilic mating of the affluent 
would make it even harder for the poor to better their station through 
marriage. Pernille says, “It is nature’s will that the one shall make up for 
the other, in order to hold the world together.” From a regime of well‑off 
men marrying well‑off women, “it follows that we poor girls can’t find 
happiness by marrying, and that we hold out for so long that we become 
sorry for ourselves and, out of desperation, finally become wet nurses.”66 
Holberg warns against creating a society so stratified that the young are 
driven toward precarious labor instead of reproduction, which evokes 
what we see in our present era of decreasing fertility and an increasingly 
high marriage age.67 Today’s wet nurses are those who, instead of starting 
families, do gig work to support the households of the well‑off—a develop‑
ment particularly visible in the United States. Modern technology even lets 
the prosperous hire others to bear their child.68
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Domestic Servants as a Moral Vanguard

I have shown how through these stage comedies, Holberg imagines an evo‑
lution from companionate love to a romantic regime of individual choice, 
which further evolves toward gender‑equal mating with serial pair‑bonding 
and, sometimes, “a little something on the side.” He identifies individual 
and social mechanisms that could drive dysfunctional mating: his plays 
express concern for what the long‑term consequences could be of overly 
individualistic thinking, pair‑bonds that drive economic inequality, and an 
increasing application of market logic to matters of mating. I find Hol‑
berg’s prescience eerie.69 Naturally, I could be biased; I am interpreting his 
oeuvre in the twenty‑first century as a scholar who specializes on the his‑
tory of mating. Perhaps my enthusiasm for Holberg’s works makes me too 
eager to proselytize his prescience. Future scholars will have to decide if 
I have pushed my case too far. With regard to earlier scholarship, I am con‑
fident that I at least have illuminated aspects of Holberg’s comedic oeuvre 
that has been overlooked, and, more importantly for this study, I  have 
shown how Holberg’s works offer insights into the stakes and conflicts of 
the Second Sexual Revolution.

Situating Holberg’s comedies in the decades prior to the modern West’s 
most fateful transition substantiates, in particular, his social engagement. 
I hope my interpretations have also been convincing with regard to his 
understanding of male–female relations. It has long been a trope in Holberg 
scholarship to bemoan his nonerotic writing. Critics have often assumed 
that this style choice resulted from a lack of insight. They have portrayed 
Holberg’s dispassionate distance to feelings of lust and love to be his great 
weakness as a dramatist.70 Brandes is the exception. He points to how 
“Holberg’s deepest being was reason. From it, his force of imagination 
sprang. His restorative imagination was understanding.” If Holberg had 
bought into a particular mating morality and let his plays uncritically be 
informed by this, they would not have withstood the test of time. Instead, 
turning deep understanding into revelatory comedy has let his dramatic 
oeuvre “draw power from the years like wine.”71

Holberg’s modern standard biographer is right in that Holberg builds on 
ancient comedy conventions. Yet he only follows them loyally in the sense 
that all fictional formats with social ambition require renewal as times 
change. Mogens Leisner‑Jensen’s position aligns with mine. He writes that 
“slaves in Roman comedies were as different from Holberg’s Henrich as 
night and day.”72 Holberg’s servants are not only social “quasi‑equals” but 
endowed with tomorrow’s morality. An example of this is when Pernille 
proclaims, “I wish you were the town judge, Henrich.”73 The insights of 
their generation may not yet inform the law of the land, but they soon 
will seems to be the attitude of the young wage earners. Leisner‑Jensen 
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is less attuned to the ramifications of what these servants embody. He 
refers to how, in contemporary French comedies, the servant class grew 
politically subversive, while Holberg “has no rebellious servants [and thus] 
has not followed the French comedy’s evolution toward contemporary rel‑
evance.”74 The exceptions he finds are when Henrich refers to the poverty 
under which he grew up.75 Leisner‑Jensen seems too accustomed to view‑
ing the eighteenth century through the political‑philosophical lens to catch 
that Holberg’s servants are highly rebellious with regard to gender and 
mating.

The domestic servant class lent itself to filling a structural role long 
since established in Western comedy. Holberg’s renewal lay in assign‑
ing them a new moral function. Brandes recognized that “it is not only 
due to the ancient comedy’s tradition that servants, especially the lack‑
eys, became so important in Holberg’s works.”76 To later critics, why the 
servants were so central has not been clear. Karl Mortensen concludes 
that one of Holberg’s greatest inventions was turning “antiquity’s kind, 
spoiled servant [into Henrich], a mix of the merry Bergen student and the 
Copenhagen lackey.”77 Why Holberg did this, besides the resulting merri‑
ment, Mortensen suggests not. Leisner‑Jensen proposes that Holberg saw 
in Roman comedy how “the requirement for festiveness was solved by 
having the young man’s best helper be the servant, and that he therefore 
created his version of the merry person, Henrich.”78

In terms of comedic craft, this rings true, but that is a proximate expla‑
nation that fails to engage how Holberg uses domestic servants to carry his 
thematic argument with regard to mating, one that promotes the changes 
that the Second Sexual Revolution would bring. If I have made a convinc‑
ing case in this regard, these romantic comedies should be viewed in a 
new light. A trope among critics has been that, as a playwright, Holberg 
used humor and satire only to entertain. That a thinker of his caliber—an 
ornery loner who dedicated most of his waking hours to scholarly and lit‑
erary pursuits meant to educate his compatriots—should have no greater 
ambition but to amuse seems implausible. His comedies are imbued with 
an understanding of human nature and mating morality that is so penetra‑
tive that this should substantially strengthen Holberg’s reputation as an 
innovative, socially engaged playwright, as well as cement his credentials 
as a highly original thinker. Of all the prominent philosophers of the eight‑
eenth century, Holberg seems to have had the deepest understanding of 
gender and mating.

Adaptive vs. Objective Truths

In the Introduction chapter, I argued for the utility of a biocultural per‑
spective when analyzing human mating. Over a century before Darwin, 
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Holberg naturally was no evolutionary thinker, but his approach aligns 
with the Darwinian mode of reasoning. He concludes a satirical poem by 
conceptualizing humans as an “animal that one cannot define.”79 In his 
plays, pair‑bonding impulses are summed up from this viewpoint. A young 
woman’s love is compared to how “a rat loves cheese,”80 a suitor is “as 
beguiled as a rat,”81 and a couple are “like rats in love.”82 His choice of 
animal suggests that this amorous outsider did not hold in overly high 
regard the mating moralities of which we convince ourselves. Imbuing this 
perspective in his comedies, Holberg impels us to realize the relativity of 
the games we have no choice but to play. There exists no final solution, no 
norms for men and women that could even begin to appear fair or facili‑
tate a fully rational mating regime. We have progressed so far from our 
ancestral environment that we are relegated to emotional mismatch with‑
out respite. Our best hope is to find a new, somewhat functional mating 
morality every time our environment has changed so much that our former 
ideology no longer motivates compliance.

As we, in the twenty‑first century, seem to move toward a Fourth Sexual 
Revolution, we could let ourselves inspire by Holberg’s emphasis on what 
works—rather than insist on what feels true, or is objectively true. In Eras‑
mus Montanus, the wise brother schools the über‑logical protagonist, who 
would rather be right in terms of the earth being round than to marry and 
reproduce. The brother analogizes, “If I can only get the servants to work, 
I don’t care if they say the world has eight sides.” With how the play ends, 
Holberg casts a clear judgment on adaptive versus objective truths. After 
failing to convince his community, the protagonist cedes, “The earth is as 
flat as a pancake!” His reward is immediate, as the bride’s father exclaims, 
“Now you may wed my daughter” (192).

I compare the protagonist to the modern West. Our reason and emo‑
tions tell us that our current MFPs are indisputably true, or at least the 
best conceivable. Especially in Scandinavia, we cannot challenge individ‑
ual choice, gender equality, abortion, contraception, promiscuity, serial 
monogamy, or any core element of our mating regime. Not only would 
I not dare to; I would not want to. Even with the Norwegian fertility rate 
having fallen from 2.0 to 1.4 in little over a decade,83 it feels preferable to 
ignore the consequences of a slowly approaching demographic collapse 
rather than oppose the morality into which I was socialized.84 Unfortu‑
nately, even the most cherished moralities will cease to matter if those who 
profess them stop reproducing.

In the next chapter, the nuptial valve of the EMP bursts. The Second Sex‑
ual Revolution transforms Stockholm’s nightlife, inspiring Carl Michael 
Bellman to turn drinking songs into world literature. In his magnum opus, 
Fredman’s Epistles, he extolls the intoxication that can be had from exces‑
sive drinking and uncommitted copulation. In an early draft of romantic 
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love, individual choice applies not only to marriage but also justifies sex 
for recreational purposes. Over the two decades that he composes the 
Epistles, Bellman grows increasingly concerned with how his era’s libertine 
ideology inspires practices that harm women. Better than any other artistic 
work, I argue, Fredman’s Epistles convey why the romantic ideology of the 
nineteenth century had to reconnect copulation to pair‑bonding.
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5	 The Libertine Love Experiment
Sex as Intoxication in Bellman’s 
Epistles (1770–1790)

Libertine love was the needle that burst the EMP. After the First Sexual 
Revolution, Western youth typically had to submit to more than a decade 
of postpuberty celibacy before they could afford to marry. The prohibition 
of infanticide required strict control over people’s sexuality. What I term 
libertine love convinced young people that they themselves—not their par‑
ents, preacher, or God—should decide when, and with whom, they should 
first have sex. The mating morality of the Romantic Century has mostly 
been referred to as romantic love, but I separate between post‑1750 liber‑
tine love and post‑1800 romantic love. The former was an ideology that 
later bohemians would refer to as “free love.” The latter was a response 
to the dire consequences of promiscuity in an impoverished environment 
without good contraceptives.1 As the EMP’s nuptial valve burst, not all 
young people joined the party, but an increasing number did, and they had 
to explore which norms and values could facilitate functional mating in 
a regime of individual choice. After generations of Puritans had delegiti‑
mized female sexuality, a pivotal question was: who should the modern, 
sexually liberated woman be?

In Fredman’s Epistles (1790), Ulla Winblad—the central female character— 
is offered as the New Woman of the Second Sexual Revolution. Imagined 
into life at the beginning of the Romantic Century, she could hardly be fur‑
ther away from the female ideal that Puritans had promoted and that which 
would be put forth by nineteenth‑century Romanticists. Ulla does not save 
herself for lifelong monogamy but drinks, parties, and has passionate sex 
with Fredman and a host of other men. She is introduced as “fiery, lively, and 
playful” (3).2 Edvard Matz calls her “one of the really great female characters 
in Swedish literature.”3 Her beauty and promiscuity make her the Epistles’ 
ideal woman, whose defining feature is that she “belongs to us all” (48). Ulla 
is presented as a goddess for the new era whose most sacred contribution to 
her community is that she “stands bride” every day, meaning that she makes 
herself sexually available. She symbolizes the women who broke with the 
ideals of companionate love, insisting on making their own mating decisions. 
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By turning Ulla into his universe’s supreme goddess, Bellman inverts the 
Madonna‑whore dichotomy that had underpinned the early modern EMP. 
He elevates the value of lower‑class, promiscuous women through describing 
them “with words and tropes meant for women of society’s highest strata.”4 
His legitimization of female sexuality was a Nordic high point that would not 
be matched until a century later with the Modern Breakthrough.5

Bellman was inspired by what he himself had experienced when his era’s 
libertinism began to transform Swedish mating practices.6 In the Puri‑
tan seventeenth century, waves of libertine literature had reflected and 
impacted behavior in eccentric milieus but had no broad effect on Western 
mating.7 Bellman was part of the wave that broke the dam. Libertinism 
functioned as a cultural dissolvent that made people increasingly embrace 
sex as entertainment. This trend spread from the French court to Stock‑
holm’s nightlife.8 Libertine, hedonistic works, such as those of Voltaire 
and de Sade, influenced leading circles in Sweden from the 1750s on. In 
the 1760s, Bellman was a young bourgeois in Stockholm who took advan‑
tage of his era’s newfound sexual tolerance. Sex outside of marriage was 
still illegal, but as people’s ideology changed, so did their practices. Like 
many contemporary men—and women—Bellman drank heavily and par‑
ticipated in mating markets with increasingly fluid boundaries between 
dating, sex work, and recreational copulation.9

He captured how compelling he found this lifestyle to be in poems and 
songs that gained considerable popularity. In the 1760s, he developed the 
ideology of love that he later would infuse into his innovative Epistles, a 
unique genre inspired by three artforms: (1) drinking songs with roots from 
antiquity’s Anacreon to the eighteenth‑century Caveau poets of Paris; (2) 
his era’s bourgeois salon poetry; and (3) the anecdotal form and parodical 
character types of Italian commedia dell’arte and French opéra comique.10 
Bellman used this format—which captivated audiences from seedy bars 
to the royal court—to convey how wonderfully intoxicating uncommitted 
copulation could be.

In Scandinavia, as across the West, such sentiments motivated behaviors 
that imposed enormous costs on women. An increase in premarital sex to 
an exceptional extent resulted in women being left to bear the burden of 
childcare on their own. Illegitimacy doubled in England, while quadru‑
pling in France and Germany. The number of abandoned babies tripled in 
Paris. Illegitimacy tripled in Sweden from 1750 to 1820, while doubling in 
Norway and Finland.11 In Stockholm, half of childbirths were by unwed 
mothers.12 These pregnancies were often a result of higher‑status men hav‑
ing seduced lower‑class women with promises of marriage, while their 
intentions were libertine.13 Parental choice had matched men and women 
with similar mate values.14 Individual choice empowered women to pursue 
the men who aroused the strongest attraction, as a consequence of the 
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man’s traits and resources. The resulting dynamics evoke those of early 
hominins’ promiscuous regime in that women are drawn to a small minor‑
ity of the most attractive men.15 Competition over the highest‑value men 
made women vulnerable to exploitation. Some evolutionary psychologists 
hypothesize that since the mate choice of female Homo sapiens always had 
been restricted by patriarchal structures, women did not develop sufficient 
defenses against deceitful men.16 The Second Sexual Revolution created 
a mismatch between male and female mating psychologies and the new 
environment of individual choice, a factor that seems to inform many of 
the mating dysfunctions of the past centuries.17

To counter this mismatch, hundreds of Western novels were written that 
warned women against cunning seducers. The modern novel arose and 
evolved with the Romantic Century. Many novelists sought to educate 
women on male interiority, so that they more effectively could discern their 
suitors’ intentions—an example of which we will investigate in the next 
chapter. Bellman’s social concerns were similar, but his artistic approach 
was different. His songs do not offer psychologically credible dramatiza‑
tions of predatorial courtship or insights into the nuances of male and 
female mate preferences on markets of individual choice. His characteri‑
zation is mythical.18 His work is realistic primarily with regard to mating 
behavior and social consequences, similar to what was the case with The 
Unfaithful Wife in Chapter 3.

As Bellman grows increasingly wise to the externalities of libertinism, 
his songs are imbued with a deeper sense of mission. He makes the con‑
flict between sexual freedom and women’s well‑being a central theme, one 
that contributes significantly—I argue—to the depth and longevity of Fred‑
man’s Epistles. Especially the early songs celebrate the great value women 
offer as men’s sex objects. Later songs play out the dark consequences of 
Bellman’s utopia, which harm women who live up to libertine ideals. Bell‑
man conveys how sexual equality will remain elusive for as long as women 
are unable to transcend the burdens of reproduction. He ends his magnum 
opus with lines that have been referred to as “among the most wonderful 
in all of world literature.”19 In the final song, Bellman retires his libertine 
universe. Letting his work’s ideology be superseded by romantic love may 
be a pragmatic necessity, but he allows himself, one final time, to turn into 
music the superior intoxication of hedonistic indulgence. Ulla and Fred‑
man surrender themselves to one more orgy of food, alcohol, music, and 
what even to the most prudish of critics is an obvious sex fest.20

The Epistles’ Problematic Raunchiness

Bellman’s 82 epistles lack a narrative spine, as they were never meant to be 
performed in succession. Quick, impressionistic poetry conveys situations 
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and sentiments, whose most obvious uniting factor is the character gallery. 
Fredman, Mollberg, Movitz, and Jergen Puckel are among the downtrod‑
den men who worship the gods of love and alcohol at the lower rungs 
of Stockholm’s nightlife. The songs vary greatly in length and accompa‑
niment. Bellman predominantly adapted existing melodies, which was a 
common practice at the time, but did so with exceptional competence. 
Johan Kellgren had been among Bellman’s most ardent contemporary crit‑
ics but admitted that the Epistles united words and music at the very high‑
est level, a verdict since repeated by many experts.21

The Epistles develop a thematic arc that engages the era’s evolving mat‑
ing ideology, from mid‑century libertinism to what, in a Swedish context, 
is referred to as the pre‑Romantic 1790s.22 In the last songs, Bellman turns 
the conflict between libertine and romantic love into his final‑act climax 
choice.23 Under pressure from the impending publication—and with his 
former nemesis, Kellgren, as editor and “supreme arbiter of taste”—the 
aging Bellman created works that were “unusually ambitious, both literar‑
ily and musically. They are partly classicist [but] also partly marked by a 
pre‑Romantic style of ‘painted’ natural landscapes and strong emotional 
expressions.”24 Bellman appears even to have written the music himself in 
a manner that conforms to contemporary ideals. After a lifetime of having 
been discounted for not mastering the conventional song formats, Bellman 
proves himself more than capable of performing within the pre‑Romantic 
regime. Lars Lönnroth reads this as an obvious, triumphant response to 
Kellgren’s esthetic criticism. But after demonstrating his artistic profi‑
ciency, Bellman doubles down on the Epistles’ ideology of love.

These songs’ lyrical raunchiness has been a problem for critics, although 
for different reasons as times have changed. Contemporaries could relate 
to the urban vice that Bellman staged “among these walls of Sodom” 
(34). Sources from the era describe an eighteenth‑century Stockholm of 
“shallowness, lust, drunkenness, dance, gambling, and prostitution.”25 
Informed by classicist ideals, critics did not object to the immorality of 
such actions but rejected that songs featuring these behaviors among the 
lower classes could have high esthetic value. Bellman was recognized as 
Stockholm’s greatest entertainer and a genius in several regards. Yet the 
sentiment among the cultured classes was that he wasted his talents on 
nonsense.26 The most influential indictment came from a young Kellgren 
who sought to replace Bellman as the king’s favored poet. In a 1778 poem, 
he accuses Bellman of being a drunkard whose muses are low‑class pros‑
titutes and of having learned the language of love at the brothel of an 
infamous madam.27

Content‑wise, Kellgren’s criticism appears precise. Bellman’s works from 
the 1760s—and later writings—suggest that he derived inspiration from 
women of all classes and that he was grateful for having gained erotic 
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experience from women whom we today might view as sex workers.28 
He had a middle‑class upbringing but spent his entire adulthood more or 
less broke before eventually ending up in debtors’ prison. When his works 
describe the horny, violent revelry of the Swedish capital’s down and out, 
Bellman does so with sympathy and an insight into his era’s “language of 
love” that defines his imaginative character as an artist. It would take Kell‑
gren another decade to realize Bellman’s genius, but that he eventually did 
is the reason why the Epistles were published and preserved for posterity.29

When Kellgren was gripped by the pre‑Romantic sentiments of the 
1790s, he still did not appreciate how the Epistles had captured the previ‑
ous era’s mating ideology. After a touching reconciliation at a tavern,30 
Kellgren proclaimed in a preface that the Epistles’ exceptional value lay 
in their esthetic originality. He remained bothered by the songs’ crudest 
eroticism, which he convinced Bellman to tone down. The new top poet of 
the more moralistic 1780s wrote the preface to lend authority to Bellman’s 
work at a time when its popularity was waning. This was to little avail, as 
the book sold poorly. When Bellman died five years later, he was buried 
without a gravestone or funeral party. In spite of the next century’s Bellman  
cult, which elevated him to national poet,31 we still do not know the loca‑
tion of his remains. This was fitting, as the Romantics only unearthed the 
myth of Bellman. To claim him as one of their own, a proto‑Romantic 
poet, they misinterpreted the artist and his work, elevating the Epistles’ 
raunchy characters to “a comically idealized existence.”32 It would take 
two centuries before critics began to seriously investigate the erotic imagi‑
nation that fuels Bellman’s magnus opus, what later eras’ prudishness had 
made scholars steer away from.

The Romantics tended to equate Bellman with Fredman, fulfilling their 
own need to merge the art with the artist. By the mid‑1800s, scholars had 
untangled that Bellman wrote fiction yet were blind to how his works 
embodied a local creed of the libertinism that had influenced Western 
mating. In 1852, Per Atterbom claimed that Bellman was exceptionally 
Swedish—entirely “un‑French”—in that he stood outside of his era’s tastes. 
His erotic burlesque was in reality “the romantic” dressed in “the shine 
and fragrance of the summer night.”33 By this time, the Romantics had won 
the culture war and reined in people’s promiscuity.34 In this more Puritan 
climate, Bellman received a more critical assessment, which tore him off the 
Romantic pedestal. Anders Fryxell directed his moral indignation at Bellman 
himself, his low‑life characters, and the Epistles’ “rampant indecency” and 
“animalistic pleasures.”35 August Strindberg railed against how his moralis‑
tic countrymen worshiped a man like Bellman, devaluing the artist morally 
and esthetically. Strindberg’s attack coincided with a lull in the Bellman cult 
during the realist and naturalist movements of the 1870s and 1880s. With 
the neo‑Romanticism of the 1890s, Bellman was back in vogue.36
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Early‑twentieth‑century scholarship explored the relationship between 
Bellman’s characters and their real‑life models. Olof Byström and Nils 
Afzelius laid to rest the Romantic myth of the Epistles having been cre‑
ated through improvisation, revealing the “the painstakingly conscious 
process by which some of Bellman’s verse was composed.”37 After the 
Third Sexual Revolution—which was underpinned by the pill that let 
women transcend the burdens of reproduction—people reembraced rec‑
reational copulation but began to criticize Bellman’s idealization of alco‑
hol. Scholars to a greater extent focused on the texts themselves, often 
to explore genre or rhetoric. In 1995, Bengt‑Olov Linder bemoaned 
how Bellman rarely had been read as a poet. His musical brilliance and 
exceptional lyricism have made his Epistles remain among Sweden’s 
most popular songs, but these qualities have stood in the way of Bell‑
man being read, except in a shallow and sporadic manner.38 Many have 
thought of him less as a poet and more as a troubadour obsessed with 
love, albeit with fanciful concepts of the ideal woman and how the sexes 
should mate.

Carl Fehrman pointed out the fact that many scholars have examined 
the role of alcohol in the Epistles, but few have investigated how the male 
characters “relate to women and love.”39 A trope has been that Bellman is 
exceptionally “hard to interpret.”40 The sentiment now has become that 
Bellman’s complexity should be no excuse for not trying to dig deeper into 
the content of his poetry. A 2015 anthology set out precisely to read Bell‑
man, to situate his works in the literary and cultural–historical contexts of 
his own time and those of later generations, with a focus on the Epistles as 
world literature.41 This is the critical movement to which I seek to contrib‑
ute with the following reading of Fredman’s Epistles.

Promiscuity vs. Pair‑Bonding

Bellman first wrote FE 5; he did not number his epistles according to 
the chronology of their creation. In what has been deemed a “primitive” 
work,42 a conventional drinking song, Bellman extolls the virtue of men 
drinking together to escape the hostile world that surrounds them. For 
millennia, such an ethos had defined drinking songs.43 Already in the sub‑
sequent composition, FE 6, Bellman adds women and dance. FE 2 for‑
mulates the basic tenets of these men’s ideology; Fredman appeals to a 
woman, “Dearest sister, hey! Never say me nay, Say but yes and we’ll be 
jolly.” Women who heed his call are offered to bathe in booze and are told, 
“Tis thy profession Men to lead in pleasure’s path.” Women and booze are 
delineated as forms of intoxication, although in this song, Fredman finds 
booze to be the superior one. This contest between Venus and Bacchus 
continues through the Epistles.
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Henrik Gustafsson reads this central opposition to engage whether com‑
mitted relationships can be preferable to maximizing one’s intoxication in 
the moment, a strategy that sends the alcoholic toward death.44 However, 
in these early epistles, women have not yet come to represent the goddess 
of long‑term love. Leif Landen proposes that these women are best under‑
stood as “Venus vulgivaga,”45 the goddess of prostitution, a lowlier Venus 
who favors the desires of common men. Such interchangeable women are 
excellent sex objects, yet get ranked below alcohol more than ten times.46 
Only in the later pastoral epistles does Venus have a chance against Bac‑
chus. In the world that Fredman first inhabits, recreational copulation 
offers wonderful intoxication, but such a utilization of women merely con‑
firms Fredman’s philosophy of pleasure. Women are but another means 
for feeling better, barely distinguishable from alcohol: “I look at both, and 
laugh at both, but still separate them” (2).

The fact that women rank slightly below booze yet gain value as the 
narrative enters into pastoral landscapes suggests that Fredman’s male col‑
lective starts out with a suboptimal understanding of the value women 
can offer. Bellman portraying these men’s philosophy of love to be so sim‑
plistic lends support to Sven Thorén’s claim that Fredman’s ideology is 
best understood as “a parody alternative to Christianity.” He interprets 
Bellman not to embrace hedonism wholeheartedly.47 The Epistles’ early 
songs establish the thematic conflict as being one between libertine and 
companionate love, but this opposition is later complicated through the 
introduction of sentiments that are evocative of romantic love. At first, 
Bellman lets his characters play out their libertine ideology. FE 2 ends by 
formulating the new era’s supreme dictum: “Booze, drink, and have your 
lass, that’s what Saint Fredman teaches.” The message is accompanied by 
fun, light‑hearted music.

In the English Bacchanalian literature of this era, drinking localities were 
mostly masculine, while women waited at home. Bellman includes women 
as sexual, social, and moral equals.48 FE 10 expresses his ungendered 
ethos: “Give free rein to our lusts; Each follow their desire; Forget all of 
life’s worries.” Such gender relations align with what Randolph Trumbach 
refers to as the era’s embrace of the possibility of true equality.49 Later 
epistles reveal how naïve it was to think that such a possibility could be 
realized at this time. FE 9 exemplifies how the Epistles’ early songs portray 
Fredman’s universe not as part of a societal whole but as a self‑contained 
utopia:

Music all day and wenches all night.
Bacchus comes to table,
Cupid if he’s able;
Here are all things, here am I!
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Lönnroth finds that the first handful of epistles—written March–May, 
1770—express a jolly world. Bellman’s poetry then darkens.50 Lönnroth 
locates the next turning point after the first 25 epistles, which had been 
completed by December 1770.51 Bellman thought of epistles 1–25 and 
26–50 as subunits of the overall work. The second unit’s narratives 
expand beyond the naïve, self‑contained world of Fredman’s revelry to 
reveal a more realistic Stockholm full of threat, especially to promiscu‑
ous women. Ingmar Simonsson refers to these compositions as songs 
that expose injustices through staging the grim destinies of men who 
are assaulted and women who are raped.52 After having established the 
libertine ethos and lifestyle, a main mission becomes to play out their 
consequences for women like Ulla. Bellman’s poetry expresses deep con‑
cern for how the unfolding sexual revolution victimizes women who 
participate as men’s equals. Simonsson interprets sexual assaults to be 
the main topic of two consecutive epistles. In FE 28, to a subtle melan‑
choly melody, Bellman gut‑wrenchingly portrays how two policemen 
rape Ulla:

She turn’d about, her veil it flutter’d
In mute dismay.
Tears fill’d her eyes, no cry she utter’d,
Ah, tell me, say:
A woman’s tears, dishevell’d tresses
And a tremulous voice,
What more with grief than these distresses
Man’s breast annoys?

By engaging in promiscuous sex, whether for money or not, Ulla becomes 
a moral outcast on whom men can prey.53 In Fredman’s world, she is the 
supreme goddess, but the hegemonic culture still enforces the misogynist 
mating ideology that had underpinned the EMP.54 As representatives of 
the law rape her, Ulla prays to the sky, “And the nymph e’en damns the 
myrtle Which Freya gave.” By having Ulla curse her own sexual capa‑
bilities, granted to her by the goddess of love, Bellman emphasizes the 
burden women must bear for being the coveted sex under a promiscuous 
regime. Without cultural protection, female sexuality cannot be free. Bell‑
man accuses, “Stern is the pow’r which love constraineth So murd’rously!” 
After the rape, Ulla stares at “the temple” (28). Simonsson interprets this 
as the town hall that Ulla ironically looks to for justice, knowing society is 
against her.55 FE 29 features another rape, this time by a count at a party. 
We get the impression that men of authority abuse women of the lower 
classes. The victim has her clothes torn off, loses her necklace, and screams 
of the betrayal, “defiled another time.”



The Libertine Love Experiment  113

Unmarried women without conventional jobs could at any time be 
imprisoned to do forced labor.56 This destiny befalls Ulla in FE 36. Four 
men pull her away, screaming, from the tavern she was delighting with her 
presence. The clientele is crestfallen, staring at the empty, broken cup Ulla 
left behind. They conclude that “thus ended our party.” In the final verse, 
Fredman expresses the powerlessness of his libertine apostles. He can but 
encourage Ulla to suffer her punishment while she dreams of the sexual 
paradise to which she eventually can return. Bellman letting Fredman offer 
such a meager consolation speaks to the impossibility of their utopia and the 
unfairness of its implementation. For men, free love is a compelling propo‑
sition that aligns with men’s higher desire for partner variety.57 For women, 
burdened with the larger social stigma—and pregnancies—libertinism  
could come with enormous costs.

In FE 43, Ulla gives birth to a child with an unnamed father. While 
births are mostly joyous in literature, notes Randi Larsen,58 this epistle’s 
slow, sad melody makes Bellman refer to it as an elegy. Larsen interprets 
the baby to be a snake in Fredman’s paradise, one that will doom Ulla. Her 
good looks are her greatest asset but also what seals her fate:

Beauty, what rue!
Deaths in thousands all around thee glower.
Even in this loving hour
Thou must taste of death’s dread power:
Worm in blossom hid foretells the flower is dead.

When Ulla calls out for help, she appeals not to the goddess of protection 
but of sex. Larsen reads this to reflect Ulla not being married and there‑
fore not entitled to society’s protection.59 Alf Kjellén thinks this epistle 
was inspired by the birth that Ulla’s real‑life model gave in 1765.60 Maria 
Kristina Kiellström had been seduced by a nobleman who had promised 
marriage but left her pregnant with a girl who died eight days old. She 
was later impregnated by a married soldier.61 Bellman turns such desti‑
nies into touching drama also in FE 35 and 75. Fredman helps a woman 
place her child at an orphanage. Movitz can do little but wish that his 
acquaintance, a pregnant prostitute, will find a man willing to help raise 
her child. He advises that she “not give herself for free to her customers, 
but charge appropriately for the love she can give.”62 Bellman’s charac‑
ters see no other solution than to drown in alcohol “love’s resentment 
and suffering” (75).

Alfhild Dvergsdal reads Ulla as a parallel to Christ.63 Her suffering for 
the libidinous sins of men can be viewed as an intertext to the story of 
the Epistles of Paul. Bellman ascribes antisociality to male promiscuity on 
several occasions, not only to the rich and powerful but also to Fredman’s 
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circle. The hunchback Jergen Puckel is defined by his willingness to do 
anything to seduce a woman, “to unscrupulously conquer the girls.”64 In 
FE 73, he sells his soul to the devil so that “I shall all women defile [and] 
never think about my wife.”

Bellman may offer one of literary history’s most captivating portrayals 
of the libidinous lifestyle, but he does so without simplistic idealization 
and with concern for the suffering of women. Fehrman called for femi‑
nist perspectives on how Bellman portrays women and love, expecting 
that “Swedish literature’s most enthusiastic worshipper of women” risked 
being labeled “a male chauvinist.”65 The paucity of such contemporary 
criticism suggests that the Epistles, as an artistic unity, so effectively con‑
vey a sympathy for women that this makes up for how Bellman’s male 
characters so passionately relate to females primarily as sex objects.

Bellman’s Personal View of Love

When Ulla returns to Fredman’s circle in FE 48, she brings her fiancé 
Norström; the goddess of libertinism is now a pair‑bonded woman.66 On 
their excursion to the pastoral Djurgården outside of Stockholm, Bellman 
sets the stage for his cycle’s final‑act climax choice between short‑ and 
long‑term mating. Fredman demeans the fiancé, calling him “little Nor‑
ström,” telling him to “dampen your desire, we all have equal rank.” The 
consequence of other men still feeling entitled to have sex with Ulla, their 
goddess, plays out in the final verse:

And our Ulla, pale and sick,
Drops her skirt beneath her;
Clambers into bed forlorn,
Movitz after, with his horn.
Make way, Norström, I’ll be sworn
She’s all ours together!

Two additional copulations with Ulla end the work. The pastoral setting, 
elevated music, and lyrical introductions suggest that Fredman’s drinking 
buddies have learned their lesson, which is that the Romantic way of life is 
preferable to enjoying oneself to death. The narrative does not. In FE 80—
which is dedicated to Kellgren—Mollberg has invited Ulla to Djurgården. 
Carina Burman concludes that instead of embracing pastoral values, Moll‑
berg and Ulla accelerate their enjoyment of life.67 The Epistles’ form has 
evolved with the pre‑Romantic times, Ulla wears the new era’s fashion, 
and the descriptions of her actions are more euphemistic. Yet she is more 
of a love goddess than ever, still of the lowlier kind who favors the desires 
of common men. As the music builds from soft idyll to aggressive lust, 
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Bellman makes it clear that nothing has changed with regard to his work’s 
ideology of love. Ulla and Mollberg end the epistle passed out snoring after 
another sexual excess. The final lines are sung to soft, harmonious music.

FE 82 offers a similar finale. Lönnroth reads the epistle like a Last Sup‑
per, Fredman’s farewell before his upcoming death.68 The pastoral setting 
lends itself to a moral transition, but Bellman retains his work’s ideological 
integrity. What his personal position was on the conflict between compan‑
ionate, libertine, and romantic love, we know not. Thorén concludes that 
it remains a puzzle whether Bellman was a hedonist or kept his religious 
convictions. We just know that “Bellman sings of timely ideological ques‑
tions in which he was deeply engaged.”69 Also Linder thinks it unwise to 
try to deduce Bellman’s own views from his poetry.70

Unlike their creator, Fredman and Ulla show no ambiguity with regard 
to the ethos by which they have lived. Lönnroth reads their concluding 
tryst to symbolize that, since they are able to unite Bacchus with Venus, 
they overcome death. When Ulla chooses to give herself “to others than the 
boring fiancé Norström,” she becomes “a heavenly bride” in Fredman’s 
ideological universe.71 Tellingly, Norström is the only character unable to 
create music. I read him to represent the pragmatic, companionate love 
that libertine love had negated; Fredman’s farewell does not entail a return 
to the ideology that had underpinned the EMP. Lönnroth reads Fredman’s 
exit not to be just from Ulla but from the entire reality Fredman has nar‑
rated through his epistles. I interpret Fredman’s farewell as Bellman retir‑
ing the transitional mating ideology that he himself had lived by in his 
youth but which by 1790 had lost most of its cultural allure.

Gustafsson supports my position. He interprets the Epistles to portray 
long‑term pair‑bonding as a superior alternative to the hopeless, demor‑
alizing ethos of pleasure by which Fredman’s circle has lived. On some 
level, Bellman’s characters long for lasting love, but they are unable to 
accept the emerging Romantic ideology. Since they reject the value women 
offer as long‑term partners, their Bacchanalian lifestyle must eventually 
regress from happy togetherness to destructive loneliness. Libertine love is 
too “unstable and paradoxical” to make for a lasting foundation.72 But to 
what sort of future does the work point, asks Gustafsson?

Conceivably, Bellman envisioned an ideology similar to that of later 
Romantic novelists such as August Lafontaine.73 Bellman had always 
proselytized strong emotions. The leap needs not be great from fetishizing 
women as a source of intense short‑term mating emotions to being a source 
of intense long‑term mating emotions. The later Epistles convey that mere 
copulation offers a poor foundation for a social order, irrespective of how 
stimulating such behavior can be for men at least in the short term. By the 
time of his late compositions, Bellman had become a family man. He had 
married when he was 37 and fathered five sons. Lars Huldén describes 
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him as a tender father and husband.74 The fact that he as a 50‑year‑old 
composed his final epistles in a manner that extolls promiscuity, I read to 
be about artistic integrity not nostalgic delusion. It would be melodramatic 
to offer a happy, Romantic ending that negated the libertine creed that his 
characters always had embodied so intriguingly. His locating of FE 79 
in the year 1785 suggests that he viewed his old world as already having 
passed.

The final lines of FE 82 tie a ribbon to Bellman’s artistic time capsule. 
Fredman is no longer the orator, and Bellman changes his verse from pre‑
sent to past tense. The concluding sentiment speaks to a brief period when 
some Europeans, eager to make their own decisions in terms of copulation 
and pair‑bonding, let themselves be seduced by the utopia of free love and 
limitless intoxication:

Let Love abound,
All Fröja’s seed rewarding,
By Bacchus gown’d!
A last time upon this greensward
A bride was Ulla Winblad crown’d
A bride was Ulla crown’d.

Bellmanian Feminism

The Romantics had to misinterpret Bellman’s ideology of love in order to 
claim him as one of their own. My interpretation of Fredman’s Epistles can 
also be used to label him a Romantic.75 My evolutionary perspective on the 
Romantic Century—as a response to the end of the EMP—makes Bellman’s  
libertine love an early version of romantic love, that is, an ideology that 
facilitates individual choice. In the past, scholarship tended to exaggerate 
the Romantic period’s unity in terms of literary preoccupations, sensibili‑
ties, and political allegiances. More recent studies emphasize that not all 
Romantics sanctified the idea that men and women were complementary 
halves who should seek wholeness though a lifelong pair‑bond of deep 
love. The century’s pluralism of mating ideologies fits under my definition 
of romantic love, as beliefs that side with individual choice—although cer‑
tain Romantic creeds argued for the necessity of some parental meddling. 
Which norms and values the individual’s choice should be informed by 
varied, but the Romantic movement helped make culturally hegemonic the 
view that mating decisions predominantly should be made by the man and 
woman in question. Those who during this period insisted on continued 
parental authority clung to the past era’s ideology of companionate love.

Bellman’s portrayal of Ulla is central to his project. From how I inter‑
pret the Epistles, Bellman posits that individual choice can only be real 
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if women themselves can choose how to live out their sexuality—even if 
they choose as excessively as Ulla. We can question how psychologically 
credible Bellman’s female characters are, but that would miss the point. 
Linder argues that Bellman’s mythical portrayal of women—as opposed 
to the finely delineated characters of Rousseau—results in a lack of female 
empowerment.76 I consider this interpretation misguided. I understand 
Ulla in the tradition of farce comedies, as a woman whose promiscuity is 
celebrated as part of a thematic argument for individuals’ right to copulate 
without commitment.77 Ulla is mostly a symbol for female sexual agency; 
she functions as an ideological lever meant to affect change. To ask, like 
Huldén does, how Ulla feels about being sexually available for so many 
men is less relevant. He is puzzled by how she can make it to the end of 
the Epistles “without severe psychological problems.”78 I doubt if many 
contemporary listeners wondered the same. Only with the modern novel 
did interior credibility become of paramount importance. I read Bellman 
to offer Ulla as a New Woman whom society should accept so that real 
women become empowered to explore alternatives to the sexual straight‑
jacket imposed on them by early modern Puritanism. As John Stuart Mill 
would argue a century later, we cannot know women’s nature before they 
have been given the same opportunities as men.79

Admittedly, Bellman was no feminist if evaluated from a post‑Romantic 
perspective. Anne Mellor’s investigation of Romanticism and gender reveals 
how the Epistles embody what would become the common Romantic 
approach to the feminine. Her descriptions seem tailored to how Bellman 
portrays women. Male characters do not embrace “the female as a valued 
other [but] effaces her into a narcissistic projection of his own self [to] find 
in female form a mirror image of himself [which is] the assimilation of the 
female into the male.” The Romantic poet would appropriate whatever he 
deemed valuable of the feminine, consigning the rest to silence.80 Bellman’s 
women clearly are male fantasies. Gustaf Ljunggren finds them to be fairly 
alike: loving women who like to dance and drink.81 “The role of liberated 
women in this utopia is but to love, without jealousy or envy or shame,” 
writes Mellor, asking whom such free love serves.82

In the emancipatory movement of the late eighteenth century, marriage 
was by some viewed as another yoke from which the European individual 
should be freed. Bellman may have written in this tradition, but as my 
interpretation attested, as his Epistles matured, a main mission became to 
convey how women suffered under such emancipatory efforts. As long as 
women were still socially and professionally subjugated, they could not be 
men’s sexual equals, as women needed marriage for provision and protec‑
tion. In Bellman’s utopia, promiscuous women may offer men wonderful 
intoxication, but his Epistles dramatize how what feels good must not 
lead to the best social outcomes. In such instances, experiencing what feels 
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good vicariously through art can be a superior alternative. I propose that 
this mechanism of fiction—in Bellman’s case, of letting men experience 
vicariously the intoxication of libertinism—explains much of the astound‑
ing popularity and longevity of his magnum opus.

Hedonism ad Absurdum

Works of art, such as Fredman’s Epistles, offered content that let Western 
populations discuss how mating should be conducted in modern societies. 
Bellman’s songs convey unique insights into how this ideological contesta‑
tion was conceptualized in the Swedish capital. In the end, Fredman’s new 
religion offered no eschatological hope, merely an escape through death, 
which sanctioned destructiveness.83 Bellmanian love could envision noth‑
ing nobler than to party oneself to death. Through letting libertine thought 
manifest itself this way, ad absurdum, Bellman undermined the hedon‑
ism that had captured his era.84 For elites, fornication after royal balls 
may alleviate boredom. For the lower classes, Bellman’s art showed how 
the moral dissolution of the 1760s and 1770s predominantly resulted in 
harm.85

A trope in Bellman scholarship has been to claim that he was indifferent 
to large social movements. Some viewed him as a childish bohemian who 
worshiped God, the king, women, and booze but without considering how 
these fit together. He purportedly took nothing seriously and lacked a deep 
central idea. He may have expressed his era’s mood but had little social 
engagement.86 Some newer scholarship has moved on from this simplistic 
understanding. My reading and contextualization attest to how Fredman’s 
Epistles engage the most consequential of the era’s movements, that Bell‑
man took libertine externalities very seriously, and that his central idea 
was that promiscuity can offer compelling intoxication but no foundation 
for a social order. His works certainly captured the era’s mood, but in a 
manner that—in particular with regard to women—testifies to his pro‑
found social engagement.

In the next chapter, I investigate the work of another author whom crit‑
ics have struggled to understand. At the tail end of the Romantic Century, 
Emilie Flygare‑Carlén became Sweden’s best‑selling author with a long line 
of romance novels. In The Magic Goblet, she responds to the Romantic 
ideology that had reconnected copulation to pair‑bonding. Through the 
idealization of deep emotions, young people were encouraged to only have 
sex within a lifelong marriage of true love. This ideology’s exaggeration 
of the power and durability of human pair‑bonding emotions compelled 
women to obsess with the highest‑value men who aroused the strong‑
est affect. With exceptional psychological insight, Flygare‑Carlén stages 
how this mating morality made her era’s subjugated women vulnerable to 
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predatorial courtship. The Magic Goblet’s superior male has a personality 
marked by what evolutionary psychologists refer to as Dark Triad traits, 
a combination of narcissism, psychopathy, and Machiavellianism. Espe‑
cially in modern mating markets, such men can be highly effective and 
exploitative seducers. Flygare‑Carlén offers insights that can help women 
recognize such men, but her main mission is to argue against a mating 
regime that portrays human emotions as the ultimate source of truth.
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6	 Perils of Romantic Love
Dark Triad Seducers in The Magic 
Goblet (1841)

In the early 1800s, there were various Romantic moralities in circulation, 
but the era’s most influential creeds promoted an ideal that was unattain‑
able for the vast majority of men. The quintessential hero in romance 
novels was a man so superiorly attractive that women could hardly resist 
him. The challenge for the female protagonist was to figure out how to 
tame such a compelling specimen and make him hers for life. Whether her 
mate value could match his needed not be of primary importance. Accord‑
ing to many versions of Romantic ideology, pair‑bonds of true love are 
underpinned by having made‑for‑each‑other souls, meaning that perhaps 
any woman could be the right one for a highly arousing man. For he had 
to be highly arousing; that is how the woman knew her love to be real. In 
The Magic Goblet (Kyrkoinvigningen i Hammarby, 1840–1841), Emilie 
Flygare‑Carlén presents to her readers such a man, one who is an expert at 
triggering women’s attraction systems. The novelist does so not to entice 
women to pursue the highest‑value men but to warn against how poor of 
a guidance we can derive from emotions of lust and love when we seek 
someone with whom to pair‑bond.

With finesse and cold calculation, Rudolph Seiler presents himself as 
the ideal man.1 The Norwegian architect has a beautiful, athletic exterior 
and a personality that captures everyone. Young women, and their moth‑
ers, become weak in the knees. Men offer him their best beer. When Seiler 
stands next to a woman’s fiancé, she finds her man to be “small and insig‑
nificant” (32).2 By the late‑Romantic 1840s, such male characters had long 
enthralled female readers across the West. Romance novels let them fanta‑
size of highly arousing men and, perhaps, gain insights into how to catch 
someone like Seiler—not for mere copulation but for lifelong marriage.

It is not coincidental that the objects of desire in these books are quite 
similar. Like all romance heroes, Seiler “is a reflection of female long‑term 
mate preferences.”3 One function of fiction is to help us think more clearly 
around challenges humans always have faced, such as finding a mate. 
Female partner preferences favor men with good economic prospects, high 
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status, dependability, a willingness to invest in children, physical height and 
strength, facial symmetry and masculinity, and more.4 Upon first glance, 
Seiler seems to tick all the boxes—what more could women want? First, 
women would want more high‑value men. In Chapter 1, I mentioned that 
polygyny has a math problem. So has monogamy under a romantic regime. 
There simply are not enough men who are capable of arousing the strong‑
est attraction, especially in the context of brief courtship encounters.5 Sec‑
ond, women would want to improve their theory of mind to understand 
what drives certain types of men with exceptional mating appeal.

For as long as organisms have sexually reproduced, there has been an 
evolutionary arms race between males seeking access to female sexuality 
and females seeking only to mate with the most suitable males. Within 
evolutionary psychology, sexual conflict theory accounts for how men and 
women are incentivized to deceive each other as a result of having conflict‑
ing interests.6 Dark Triad traits are hypothesized to help men get ahead.7 
A combination of moderately antisocial traits—somewhat elevated levels 
of narcissism, Machiavellianism, and psychopathy—appears to mostly 
provide adaptive advantages. The resulting social dominance, manipula‑
tive mastery, and emotional callousness let such men exploit female pref‑
erences in a manner to which especially young women are vulnerable.8 
Research shows that Dark Triad men—who typically display entitlement, 
a glib social charm, and impulsivity—are perceived to be more attractive, 
which results in them having more partners.9 Such men were probably less 
effective in the premodern world of low mobility and arranged marriages, 
as communities grew wise to their deception. After the Second Sexual 
Revolution, Dark Triad seducers entered a golden age.

In The Magic Goblet, Flygare‑Carlén makes it her mission to reveal the 
intricacies of such men. She does this with insight and originality. Many 
romances warned against libertine seducers and other dark Byronic hero–
villains.10 Seiler, however, is not a short‑term‑oriented Don Juan type. He 
seeks to fully possess women through romantic manipulation—that is, to 
forge a pair‑bond that offers him the strongest emotional reward—for then 
to move on to the next woman once emotions subside. He is as blinded—
and victimized—by Romantic ideology as the novel’s main female char‑
acters. Flygare‑Carlén villainizes not certain men but her era’s mating 
morality, which idealized that mate choice should be guided by strong 
affect. One function of courtly love’s sanctification of emotion had been 
to convince superior men to settle for lifelong monogamy. Romantic love 
tried to convince all men—and women—to only have matrimonial sex. 
Both ideologies strategically portrayed emotions as truth. Flygare‑Carlén 
builds a thematic argument for how a greater reliance on reason would be 
a superior strategy for the socially subjugated women of the nineteenth 
century.
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It is not obvious that reason should have to guide our mating efforts. 
Mammalian emotions evolved to motivate choices that, generally, lead to 
adaptive outcomes.11 Unfortunately, emotions do not adapt quickly enough 
to keep up with rapidly changing human environments. I mentioned in 
the past chapter that the modern world’s mating regime of individual 
choice seems to have created a mismatch for both male and female mating 
psychologies, the former of which I will examine in Chapter 10. Having 
evolved under regimes of parental choice, female Homo sapiens seem not 
to have developed sufficient countermeasures against men who express dis‑
honest mating intentions.12 Leif Kennair and Robert Biegler hypothesize 
that women also evolved an overly strong attraction to men with good 
genes to provide a counterweight to parental choice, which devalued good 
looks and other proxies for genetic value.13 Genetic conflict theory builds 
on the fact that a woman and her parents do not have the same stake in 
her offspring’s genes. Grandparents only pass on 25% of their genes, while 
mothers pass on 50%. From an evolutionary perspective, the senior gener‑
ation is only half as incentivized to prioritize good genes. Moreover, if the 
woman breeds with an attractive man who abandons her, her parents may 
have to step in with resources. Due to this perennial conflict, and since par‑
ents have had such a strong say in mate selection, female psychology may 
have evolved to overly emphasize good genes to make up for the parental 
overemphasis on investment traits, that is, resources and traits that make a 
man likely to be a good long‑term partner and a boon to in‑laws.

Flygare‑Carlén intuited that female emotions do not provide sufficiently 
reliable guidance in mating markets,14 especially under a romantic regime. 
The Magic Goblet ends by forging a pair‑bond of reason, although not of 
the companionate type. Flygare‑Carlén does not compromise on individ‑
ual choice. She clearly condemns parental choice by letting such practices 
lead to the protagonist’s death. Women should select their own partner, 
but being so dependent on their husband’s provisioning, Flygare‑Carlén 
encourages women to bond with a certain type of well‑adapted, low‑arousal 
man. The mating morality she promotes is a step toward the pragmatic, 
gender‑equal ideology of confluent love but stops far short. As long as 
women are hindered from providing for themselves, Flygare‑Carlén is not 
willing to support notions of free love or divorce once emotions subside. 
With The Magic Goblet, she rejects the ideals that had been promoted 
by Carl Almqvist’s Sara Videbeck (Det går an, 1839).15 This astoundingly 
controversial novel brought to Scandinavia the Western debate on roman‑
tic versus confluent love. Flygare‑Carlén’s rejection of confluent love made 
it appear to many twentieth‑century literary scholars as if she had been 
on the wrong side of history, that she was inexcusably conservative and 
against gender equality. My evolutionary criticism of The Magic Goblet 
helps us discern why a novelist so concerned with female empowerment 
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did not, in her nineteenth‑century context, support equal roles for men 
and women. I argue that her insights into the shortcomings of human 
mating emotions have only become more relevant after the Third Sexual 
Revolution.

Seeing into the Deepest Parts of the Soul

Flygare‑Carlén leans into genre tropes as she introduces us to Alfhild, her 
romantically inclined protagonist, who is about to be swept off her feet. As 
was common for heroines in Gothic romances, Alfhild lacks female sup‑
port, having grown up without a mother.16 When this daughter of a prov‑
ost in a Swedish village breaks a cursed goblet,17 a fanciful story is set in 
motion, one whose underlying Gothic kin revenge plot felt as forced to con‑
temporary critics as it does to modern readers.18 Once Flygare‑Carlén has 
aligned her story with genre conventions, she plays out a more credible love 
drama centering on Seiler, the architect who arrives to build a new church. 
He and Alfhild fall in love, but Seiler has told no one about his arranged 
marriage in Norway to a wife he does not love but who secretly loves him.19

Individual choice empowers women—a fact that Flygare‑Carlén 
extolls—but marginalizes average and low‑value men, an externality she 
portrays to harm also women. She warns against modernity’s stratified 
mating markets through juxtaposing Seiler with the average Bloom and the 
young count Albano, who is ugly and ill. Albano is about to marry Thelma, 
an impoverished noblewoman. Thelma falls in love with Seiler and thinks 
he returns her feelings. Seiler discusses with his friend Bloom whether 
divorce could be acceptable for a man in an arranged marriage who wants 
to remarry for love. Their conversation engages the Sara Videbeck debate 
that had raged while The Magic Goblet was being written.20 Almqvist’s 
novel promoted the ideal that women should be men’s sexual, economical, 
and social equals. Flygare‑Carlén was part of an elite literary circle, several 
of whose members wrote counterworks to Sara Videbeck. Maria Löfgren 
sums up how male contributors to this debate were mostly intrigued by 
Almqvist’s call for “free love,” that is, uncommitted copulation and serial 
monogamy. Female contributors, to a greater extent, worried about how 
women were more vulnerable to pregnancies and breakups. The current 
marriage institution was bad, they thought, but free love sounded worse.21

Seiler voices a third position: loveless marriages should lead to divorce, 
and wives in such arrangements should be viewed as men’s equals. In 
love marriages, the woman should submit in a complementary way, as 
when love makes a man and woman merge, it is “natural” for the man 
to lead. Seiler uses this philosophy of love to justify leaving his wife to 
marry Alfhild. As the story builds toward its climax, Flygare‑Carlén 
develops a case for how neither the romantic utopia of lifelong passion 
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nor the confluent utopia of equality and freedom are fit for the real‑
ity of nineteenth‑century women. Her female ideal is Maria, the wife 
Seiler leaves. After the divorce, she builds for herself an autonomous 
position and starts relying on reason. Bloom remains her close friend but 
seems not to disclose his love for her until after her divorce is final. The 
more romantically obsessed characters perish. Being driven to jealousy 
by Seiler, count Albano murders Thelma and dies. Alfhild waits three 
years for Seiler’s divorce but dies of grief when her father decides that she 
instead must marry the new count’s heir. Heartbroken, Seiler dies too. In 
the resolution scene, Maria and whom critics agree is Bloom, along with 
their three‑year‑old son, visit Seiler and Alfhild’s grave. Bloom casts the 
final verdict on Seiler’s Romantic utopia: “Both could not have become 
so happy here below as they are now” (354).

Contemporary critics mostly read The Magic Goblet to be a rather con‑
ventional novel—quite entertaining and with good morals. Only a few 
noticed that Flygare‑Carlén’s treatment of Seiler represented something 
different, that her portrayal of him and his lovers had an unusual depth, 
an uncomfortable one. North American Review writes that the story is “a 
phantasmagoria of unmixed and unaccountable evil.” To condemn the nar‑
rative, the anonymous reviewer points to a few of Seiler’s most narcissistic 
and psychopathic actions. The fact that the women continue to love Seiler, 
even after seeing through his rampant selfishness, makes for an exception‑
ally “dangerous lesson.”22 Dark Triad traits are a twenty‑first‑century 
concept, but several reviewers attest to folk psychology insights into the 
workings of such men. Svenska Biet finds Seiler’s antisocial behavior to 
have religious depth, to be of the kind that makes everyone unhappy, 
creating a hell on earth. The reviewer concludes that the main theme 
engages the male selfishness that consumes everything it desires. August 
Blanche writes that there exist many persons like Seiler, a fact that makes 
Flygare‑Carlén’s credible characterization an incisive attack on men. In the 
Sara Videbeck debate, Blanche had written that confluent love would make 
all women legal prey to men’s egotism. He finds it convincing how Seiler 
was “a combination of the deepest emotions and the coarsest egotism, the 
most masculine strength and the most unleashed passions.”23

Later scholarship praises Flygare‑Carlén’s psychological insights. 
Harald Svanberg writes that she is the Swedish author most inspired by 
reality, as the rich and tragic life she had lived prior to becoming an author 
allowed her to describe life with “almost scientific accuracy even in her 
most romantic novels.” While her literary competitors had been less will‑
ing to delve into the baseness of evil, Svanberg finds that the ways in which 
Flygare‑Carlén portrays the lower aspects of human nature point to natu‑
ralism and Strindberg. He writes that she had “an eye for seeing into the 
deepest parts of the soul.”24
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Flygare‑Carlén wrote over 20 novels, several of which remained popu‑
lar at home and abroad until World War II. Literary historians turned on 
her from 1930.25 They conclude that her prose is too flowery, her art too 
business‑minded, and her mind too dull. Her success is attributed to her 
looks, charm, and the men who purportedly helped her write.26 Alf Kjellén 
wrote the twentieth‑century standard work on Flygare‑Carlén’s literature. 
He finds The Magic Goblet to be more about suffering than emancipation. 
He suggests that the author’s focus on overwhelming passion stems from 
her private life, as she according to rumors had been unable to resist men.27 
Similar sexist devaluation marks most Flygare‑Carlén scholarship from the 
1930s to the 1980s.28

Later scholarship takes her work more seriously. Some critics recog‑
nize that she was a feminist—that is, striving for female empowerment—
but without moving beyond the complementary ideal. Yvonne Leffler and 
Ebba Witt‑Brattström argue that while Flygare‑Carlén wrote in commer‑
cial formats, she is innovative in terms of morality.29 They write that 
in her early novels, to which The Magic Goblet belongs, she connects 
modernity to male egotism—a phenomenon I would explain as men’s 
adaptation to the increased intramale competition after the West’s transi‑
tion to individual choice. Leffler and Witt‑Brattström write that men’s 
more competitive mating behavior required that also women change their 
outlook and behaviors, a requirement Flygare‑Carlén explores through 
characters like Maria, Seiler’s ex‑wife. Through this exploration, Löfgren 
finds the author to undermine romantic love for two reasons: women’s 
subjugated position and the proclivities of a certain type of man. Löfgren 
identifies Seiler to be a Don Juan‑like character, “although not as one‑
sidedly focused on the lust of the flesh,” yet his ideology of love still 
harms women.30

I add to this body of criticism by suggesting specifics for what Löfgren 
refers to as “a certain type of man.”31 What she calls ideology, I believe, is 
more productively understood as psychology. Seiler offers a coherent ideo‑
logical justification for why he should romantically possess women, but 
this narrative is so transparently selfish that his friend Bloom rejects it out 
of hand. To understand Seiler’s actions, we must understand his dark traits. 
I apply the Dark Triad framework in my analysis of how Flygare‑Carlén 
constructs Seiler’s psyche and his surroundings’ responses to him. In the 
past two decades, this and related psychological theories of personality 
have proved themselves to have considerable explicatory power, also with 
regard to literature.32 Flygare‑Carlén engages in a perpetual challenge. 
Dark Triad genes being so frequent suggests that a certain level of anti‑
social behavior provides adaptive advantages in most environments. She 
makes it her main concern, I argue, to realistically portray a man with 
such traits. She does this to warn women against similar men but more 
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importantly to undermine the Romantic belief in the wisdom of emotions 
through staging how thoroughly our feelings can be manipulated.

Making Marginalized Men Murderous

Seiler has learned to make it seem effortless to convey a great first impres‑
sion.33 Alfhild is at first unable to decide whether he is “handsome or 
ill‑favored,”

but when he stood in the room, and bowed with the ease and winning 
manner of a polished man of the world, and asked to be allowed to 
share their home, then light sprung up in Alfhild’s soul, and she was 
astonished not to have seen at the first glance that the architect was the 
most beautiful man she had ever beheld.

(25)

Her father offers Seiler a pipe and his good beer, hoping they will get along. 
The young man’s conversational skills are impeccable. Only uncle 
Sebastian, Alfhild’s main ally and the novel’s moral center, is wise to men 
like Seiler. Flygare‑Carlén conveys Seiler’s falseness through how he treats 
the provost’s servants. Such underlings are “unfriendly ghosts” whom he 
manipulates and demeans. Seiler is torn by conflicting impulses and uses 
ideology to justify his own selfish desires. Meeting the attractive Alfhild 
made him hunger for a new woman, which he portrays as noble feelings of 
love but also what complicates his life. He pleads, “Why do I hasten rest‑
lessly onward? Why do I not stop at the goal already found in my bleak 
native mountains, which promises quiet and repose?” (27). His answer 
to why he cannot be content with his current wife is ideological, as he 
feels justified in pursing Alfhild since she offers him the strongest affective 
reward; thus, she must be his true love: “By heaven! It is she! It can be no 
one else!” (28).

Seiler stages himself next to Albano so that the count appears “small 
and insignificant” (32). Thelma admires Seiler’s strength and stature, as he 
is the most beautiful and bold man she has seen, with irresistible power 
over her. Her unattractive husband‑to‑be has many good qualities, she 
reminds herself, but those were “incapable of reconciling her to the want 
of a beautiful exterior” (33). Flygare‑Carlén portrays women’s mate pref‑
erences to be fairly uniform. Even Albano’s mother “found herself greatly 
discomposed [by] the fascinating, polished stranger [to whom] she wished 
to show all possible attention.” Thelma seems aware of, and attracted to, 
Seiler’s dark sides, finding in his smile and eyes “something of the joy one 
imputes to a demon when he thinks he has allured an innocent soul into 
the snare” (34). This insight does not diminish her attraction.34 Even the 
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bishop had fallen for Seiler’s glib charm. Flygare‑Carlén emphasizes how 
deliberate his sociality is, how he “saw very well the advantage which he 
gained every minute, and endeavored to increase it by new turns of con‑
versation” (35).

Only count Albano remains cold toward this bourgeois upstart. Under 
the companionate regime, marrying a nobleman was about as good as 
a woman could do. Romantic love made a man’s ability to arouse emo‑
tion the stronger currency. Flygare‑Carlén conveys how painful this can 
be for unattractive men, painting Albano’s face with “displeasure, pain, 
and chagrin” (36). She argues against universal ideology. A man’s philoso‑
phy of love, as well as his strategies and psychology, are influenced by his 
mate value. Albano’s low value motivates him to claim that his heart can 
only love one woman. By contrast, his father and grandfather had been 
attractive men who pursued half a dozen women at a time. Albano wants 
women not to speak against him. His father prefers women to speak their 
minds, so that they are true to their nature. Similar juxtapositions between 
the views of low‑ and high‑value men continue through the novel.

Flygare‑Carlén portrays the ideology of romantic love to offer poor 
guidance for average and unattractive men, as both Albano and Bloom 
must hide their romantic feelings. Thelma’s emotions suggest that the 
sanctification of strong love primarily benefits attractive men. She confides 
to Alfhild that what she detests most about Albano is that “he loves me 
with so much fervor”; even half would be too much (134). Attracted to 
Romantic beliefs, Albano weeps for not being able to passionately pro‑
claim his love to Thelma. He accuses her, “You hate me, because I am ugly 
and mishappen, and yet dare to have a heart” (77). Bitter, he looks forward 
to their wedding night when, finally, he will be allowed to force her into 
submission, by which he means to rape her. As he waits for the wedding, 
he warns her against giving in to her attraction to Seiler:

Take care! I can be as kind as a lamb toward you; but do not provoke 
me, for then the lamb might change into a tiger, that suddenly devours 
his mistress, who reaches to him with her white hands a few crumbs 
from a table where others have already reveled their full.

(154)

The fact that Albano ends up killing Thelma and himself attests to the 
destructive potential of men who are marginalized in mating markets. 
Flygare‑Carlén’s Gothic romance can be read as an insightful contribu‑
tion to the twenty‑first‑century debate on incels, the lowest‑value men 
who are excluded from mating.35 In the 2010s, self‑identifying incels killed 
over 50 people in the West.36 Through count Albano, Flygare‑Carlén 
credibly portrays the psychological mechanisms that can make such men 
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murderous. Through Seiler, she portrays how winners on the same market 
are rewarded for not suppressing Dark Triad traits. In contrast to Albano 
and Bloom, Seiler insists on his right to let his actions be dictated by emo‑
tion, as self‑restraint “would be unnatural with a character like mine; and 
every digression from the eternal laws of nature carries with it punishment 
to the transgressor” (55). He claims that his emotions offer truth, as “we 
have a judge within us which never leads us astray” (107).

To conquer Alfhild, Seiler continues his Machiavellian manipulation of 
those who might stand in his way. He listens with feigned interest as the 
provost speaks of politics and philosophy. Seiler “made it his particular 
task to study the peculiarities of his host, and to accommodate himself to 
them. He took pains to be as fascinating and interesting as possible” (60). 
Even uncle Sebastian finally warms to him “in consequence of his pleas‑
ing and affable manners” (66). With Alfhild’s protectors pacified, Flygare‑
Carlén reveals more of Seiler’s Dark Triad personality. When he receives 
a letter from his wife, Alfhild becomes suspicious of its female handwrit‑
ing. Seiler threatens her with a deep voice, demanding her unquestioning 
trust—or he will thrust her from his heart. He verbalizes his love for her 
for the first time, not out of sincerity but to reward her after making her 
swear rather to “die than give up your faith in the honesty of my heart.” 
His callous manipulation makes Alfhild feel alienated from her own emo‑
tions. She weeps herself tired, having been “initiated into the first elements 
of the infinitely long catechism of love” (70).

Löfgren reads this use of “catechism” to engage how, during the Roman‑
tic Century, love could be seen as turning into a new religion.37 The mod‑
ern novel became churches of love, spreading competing gospels—different 
creeds of romantic ideology. The Magic Goblet’s actual church, for which 
Seiler is the architect, can be seen as the temple of his distinct understand‑
ing of love. He describes his pursuit of Alfhild as his life’s “work, the com‑
pletion of which will be attended with peace and blessing” (89). I interpret 
the novel’s thematic question to be whether a functional society can be 
built on Seiler’s understanding of love as a passion that should dictate 
people’s actions. If he can forge a commendable pair‑bond with Alfhild, 
his catechism of love should be viewed as true. Bloom is the first to under‑
stand that Seiler’s “work” is primarily about justifying extreme selfishness. 
Gradually, the Swedish community also sees through Seiler, once the accu‑
mulation of his manipulative actions speaks louder than his glib charm.

Psychopathic Spirits and Machiavellian Humor

Flygare‑Carlén introduces Bloom, the purportedly average man, as being of 
middle height with a pale countenance. He “could not properly be called 
ill‑looking, though he was far from being handsome” (87). His strengths, 
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however, prove to be considerable. His short‑term mate value may be low, 
but as a long‑term partner, he fulfills many female mate preferences. Bloom 
is firm, earnest, gentle, and practiced in self‑control. As the novel progresses, 
he comes across as a masculine provider and protector—but only after being 
given ample time to display his underlying qualities. Rather than living up to 
the Romantic ideal of being immediately arousing, Bloom selflessly works for 
the good of Maria. He is appalled by Seiler’s callousness toward her suffering.

Hearing of Seiler’s plans for turning Alfhild into his submissive beloved, 
Bloom “regarded him with that compassion which we bestow upon a blind 
man, who at clear daylight seems to grope in the dark.” If Seiler insists on 
defining both love and Alfhild’s role as a woman, he would make her a pup‑
pet, “which every second asks whether you grant it permission to exist. It 
is abominable, Seiler, to see a man whose selfishness oversteps all limits of 
reason.” Seiler’s levity “is so much beyond all measure, that you overlook 
the simplest facts that form a glaring contrast to your assertation . . . Your 
ingratitude, your hardness of heart and selfishness are unparalleled!” (95). 
Seiler may give an immediate impression of having exceptional mate value, 
but Bloom reveals how he manipulates his surroundings to achieve this. 
Bloom may be average in looks, yet his firm morality and self‑sacrificial 
character make him an exceptional catch as a husband.

This is of meager solace in Flygare‑Carlén’s Romantic environment, as 
Bloom also must struggle with being romantically invisible in the shade cast 
by Seiler. In spite of her husband’s emotional abuse and cold‑heartedness, 
Maria still loves him, making “a piercing pain [shoot] through Bloom’s 
heart” (151). While Albano tortures Thelma with outbursts of bitter inse‑
curity, Bloom only expresses violent emotion when he is alone. He suffers 
years of romantic invisibility, like when Maria claims that he is “a happy 
man not to know what it is to love, to love forever—and without hope” 
(185). Only toward the end of the novel can she free herself emotionally 
from Seiler. Thelma, too, is unwilling to let reason override the impulses 
from her attraction systems. When she learns of Seiler’s secret marriage, 
she wonders if he is “a villain, an abominable despicable man, who made 
use of his beautiful figure, and his captivating, dangerous manner, to entice 
young, inexperienced girls into his snare.” She answers,

No, no, that was not possible! Those large, black, sparkling eyes did not 
lie with every glance they sent—and those lips, that could smile like no 
other, certainly did not open to mock what is best and noblest in this 
world.

(159)

When Alfhild acts independently, refusing to commit to marriage before 
Seiler’s divorce is final, his social mask begins disintegrating. Typical of 
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Dark Triad men, he feels entitled to what he desires and acts impulsively 
when denied. The provost is surprised to discover that “the calm and 
smooth appearance of this man conceals passions which the love of no 
woman is able to soften, or govern” (170). He suspects that if Seiler is 
driven to divorce his wife, he would also come to divorce Alfhild. Having 
seen Seiler’s true colors, uncle Sebastian is no longer willing to entrust him 
with Alfhild’s happiness. He warns Alfhild that “this man is a monster that 
would at last devour you if you should fall into his claws” (203). Albano’s 
mother now sees Seiler as someone who is, “in spite of his assumed and 
well‑supported seriousness, a very frivolous person, who likes to pluck 
roses wherever they grow” (216).

The ensuing tragedies are contributed to by Alfhild and Thelma’s unwill‑
ingness to let reason override attraction. Even after Seiler has lost his abil‑
ity to hide his Dark Triad traits, the two women cling to their feelings of 
love. Löfgren writes that female subjugation made love the only promoted 
venue of self‑realization for nineteenth‑century women, at least for those 
of the higher classes. Without their love for Seiler, Alfhild and Thelma 
would disappear—existentially. They were meant to become whole 
through merging with their true beloved. Accepting that his love was not 
true, or mostly exploitative, would deprive them of the opportunity for 
self‑realization that modernity sanctified. They are given every chance to 
condemn Seiler’s actions and to break with him, but both continue to be 
forgiving. Women must keep sacrificing to exist within the metanarrative 
of romantic love,38 writes Löfgren, as being a man’s saving angel is their 
highest calling.39 Seiler exploits even this when he self‑servingly drops his 
Dark Triad mask for both Thelma and Alfhild.

Before Thelma’s death, Seiler had told her the truth about him deceiv‑
ing her, expressing this purportedly noble revelation with narcissistic gran‑
deur: “I have condemned myself to the humiliating punishment to show 
myself to you without that false shining mask.” He asks understanding for 
“to what a fantastic mind, like my own, can be brought when fate seems to 
collude an alliance with its wild fancies” (235). He ascribes partial blame 
to his Dark Triad traits and Romantic ideology for propelling Thelma 
toward death. Yet he forgives himself when seeing her corpse, conclud‑
ing that “she would rather have died near my heart than have lived near 
his”—which is one of the narcissistic highpoints to which North American 
Review reacted so strongly.

Alfhild falls for a similar strategy when she visits Seiler in prison after he 
is wrongly arrested for Thelma’s murder. Having learned that also Thelma 
loved Seiler, Alfhild swears herself to him in spite of his divorce not being 
finalized. Flygare‑Carlén seems to further push her case for how women are 
attracted to the same men, as competition only makes Alfhild’s heart grow 
fonder. Seiler responds by admitting to how he had manipulated Thelma’s 
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feelings, using means “which the spirits of hell insinuated to me.” He made 
Albano like and hate him alternately “as my fiendish humor impelled me.” 
The fact that he gave in to such psychopathic “spirits” and Machiavellian 
“humor” he blames on Alfhild and her father, since they had refused to 
discuss marriage until after his divorce. Not getting his will had offended 
him: “Then a chill came over my heart, though a fire burned there which 
incessantly consumed its noblest feelings” (256). Alfhild rewards his rev‑
elation with uncritical commitment.

Even Maria attempts to fill the role as his saving angel. She offers to 
care for him in prison, but he is too proud to accept help from the wife he 
rejected. “Perhaps from cold selfishness,” he admits. After the prison visit, 
Maria must spend the night at a dodgy inn with threatening men. When 
Bloom shows up to protect her as a true masculine hero, this becomes her 
turning point. She has established herself as an independent woman, but 
now she finally realizes that she also needs a man like Bloom to comple‑
ment her:

I give you a sacred promise, never again to undertake anything without 
your advice . . . I should hardly have lived to see the morning if you had 
not come to take me away . . . I have seen Seiler for the last time.

(303)

Löfgren reads Maria’s transformation to represent Flygare‑Carlén’s 
solution to the era’s debate on mating ideology.40 Maria establishes her‑
self as a whole person before she remarries, so that she is not dependent 
on a man for identity and self‑realization. Seiler recognized this change 
in her when she visited him in prison, that “her strength and appearance 
on this occasion proves that she has a soul that is sufficient for itself” 
(296). Romantic ideology had convinced Alfhild and Thelma that their 
souls needed to merge, a belief that sends them toward death. Emo‑
tion blinded them to the unwiseness of competing for—and subjugat‑
ing themselves to—men who arouse the strongest attraction. Through 
Maria, Flygare‑Carlén stages how a greater reliance on reason can 
empower women. No longer looking for a man to complete her, but 
merely complement her, Maria sees the long‑term value that low‑arousal 
Bloom offers. They can bond as equals, even if society subjugates 
women. Flygare‑Carlén gives every impression of wanting women to 
fully be men’s equals but sees no opportunity for that in her own era. 
She intuits how the freedoms of confluent love at this time would have 
been similarly harmful to women as the equality offered by libertine 
love had been almost a century earlier. Her best advice is therefore that 
women should marry reasonable, liberal men like Bloom to create for 
themselves a freer role within the marriage.41
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Seiler Fulfills His Romantic Utopia

The novel ends by pointing to the impossibility of ridding society of Dark 
Triad seducers, whether they are motivated by sexual conquering like Don 
Juan or romantic possession like Seiler. We can also not expect individual 
women to resist their allure, so our best bet is to embrace an ideology of 
love that is more focused on reason. Romantic delusions send Alfhild to 
her demise. She is convinced that her love will tame Seiler, turning him 
into “a calm, rational, and true man.” All she must do is “subdue the 
impetuosity and fire of his temperament, and the restlessness of his soul” 
(315). Uncle Sebastian believes that the more likely outcome is for Seiler 
to abandon also her, as her emotions are not a result of true love but “his 
eloquent tongue” (316).

Alfhild’s fate is sealed when she is targeted by a second Dark Triad 
seducer: Linus, who falls for her since she is the only woman impervious 
to his charm—as a consequence of her waiting for Seiler to return. The 
young officer matches Seiler’s skills with regard to arousing women and 
impressing men. Seiler hears that Linus is “a real heart‑breaker” but fears 
not the competition, as “my pride, or if you please, my self‑love, pre‑
vents me from believing that a woman that gives me her love could sigh 
for any other man” (335). Linus outmaneuvers Seiler through manipu‑
lation so effective that he narcissistically concludes that “I should have 
made the best diplomat that ever received a mission to a foreign court” 
(337). He convinces the new count’s assistant that he has become a better 
man and that domestic life would be good for him. The count appoints 
him heir and proposes on his behalf. The provost is too blinded by the 
opportunity to have his daughter marry into nobility to apply the lesson 
he learned with regard to Seiler to the new Dark Triad romantic. The 
provost insists that Alfhild must marry Linus, a demand that is so unjust 
that it becomes too painful for her to bear. Parental choice thus causes 
the protagonist’s death.

Seiler shows up to marry Alfhild, only to find her funeral underway in 
the church he built. He falls into her grave, becoming deadly wounded. 
With great pathos, he insists on following his beloved. With how credibly 
Flygare‑Carlén has delineated Seiler’s psyche and ideological possession, it 
seems not out of character when the dying Romantic demands that organ 
music fill his temple of love. Then,

when the mysterious tones re‑echoed in the high vault which he himself 
had erected, he lifted himself up once more, yet sank back again imme‑
diately, and with the conclusion of the grave choral melody his heart 
had ceased beating.

(353)
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Buried with his beloved—guided by the emotions that should have been 
unable to lead him astray—Seiler fulfills his Romantic utopia. I read this 
ending as Flygare‑Carlén’s rejection of her era’s hegemonic mating moral‑
ity. Romantic love sanctified strong emotion to encourage paternal invest‑
ment.42 Such ideology contributed to how, from 1850, illegitimacy began 
to decline across the West.43 Still, to Flygare‑Carlén, promoting emotions 
as truth was not sustainable. Women would too often be too drawn to 
certain types of men who would exploit them. Seiler may have convinced 
himself that Alfhild was his eternal beloved, but to everyone but the couple 
it seemed obvious that he would lose interest once he had possessed her. 
This is why Bloom ends the story by stating that Seiler and Alfhild are hap‑
pier dead than they ever could be in the real world.

Gothic Subversion of the Patriarchy

Flygare‑Carlén’s reliance on the Gothic romance and other popular genres 
has blinded many critics to her feminist credentials and the value of her 
literature. Eva Borgström concludes that the commercially successful nov‑
elist had a conventional view on gender and that her works did not criti‑
cize uneven marriages or her era’s morals.44 As my reading of The Magic 
Goblet attested, Flygare‑Carlén was deeply concerned with women’s plight 
and explored options for more suitable marriages and morals. She was less 
idealistic than many contemporary novelists, being “far more concerned in 
her novels with what happens than with what should happen.”45 Having 
lost a husband and a fiancé, and several children, perhaps contributed to 
her pragmatism. She had experience with being on her own and did not 
think women could fill the same roles as men—yet—so she advocated a 
more gradual reform within the complementary regime. Löfgren empha‑
sizes that Flygare‑Carlén, although she was no radical, sought to widen 
the frame for women’s freedom and self‑development. As her career as 
a novelist progressed, her female protagonists grew stronger and more 
independent.46

Gothic romances like The Magic Goblet can today come across as artis‑
tically awkward. The fact that Flygare‑Carlén was Sweden’s most read 
and best‑paid novelist speaks to her astuteness with regard to format.47 
Michael Gamer refers to the Gothic as a mediator between art and mass 
culture.48 Writing about gender and mating for diverse audiences with con‑
flicting desires tends to polarize. The Gothic romance allowed authors to 
use metaphor and exotic environments to make their points more indi‑
rectly. Instead of writing of ordinary men who failed with modern mat‑
ing, Flygare‑Carlén could use count Albano. Part of Seiler’s darkness of 
character could be blamed on the cursed goblet. The female Gothic became 
“a politically subversive genre articulating women’s dissatisfactions with 
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patriarchal structures and offering a coded expression of their fears of 
entrapment within the domestic and the female body.”49

As the Gothic evolved, threats became less diabolical and more rooted 
in human interiority.50 For female readers, a key lesson in theory of mind 
concerned how to penetrate disguises, to recognize who the true villains 
were, the “men whose capacity for abuse they did not accurately gauge, 
and in what psychological labyrinths they lose the way out.”51 Typically, 
the villain’s evil originated from tyrannical structures outside of himself. 
With The Magic Goblet, Flygare‑Carlén further internalizes the Gothic, 
making individual pathology—accentuated by social ideology—the object 
for her warning. With the ending’s carnage, juxtaposed with Maria’s mar‑
riage of reason, Flygare‑Carlén takes a stand against the dominant creed 
of romantic love but without becoming backward‑looking. She lets uncle 
Sebastian clarify that it is “most just and best, that marriages are made 
by affection” not parental choice (348). Importantly, this is not the over‑
whelming affect portrayed to last a lifetime. In a world of mostly aver‑
age men, women should choose men who are more like Bloom instead 
of falling for men like Seiler. Such an advocacy for low‑arousal, liberal 
men was key to Flygare‑Carlén’s ideology of love, as she let similar male 
characters help emancipate women in several novels.52 In the two final 
chapters, I investigate how those modern mating dynamics—against which 
Flygare‑Carlén warns—in our present era drive a far stronger stratification 
among men and an emphasis on immediate attraction that contribute to 
increasing singledom and low fertility.53

After the Sara Videbeck debate, the Scandinavian discussion around 
confluent love subsided, but it made a grand reentry with Ibsen’s A Doll’s 
House (1879). Nora leaving her husband and children to pursue equal‑
ity and self‑realization became the inflection point for the Modern Break‑
through, a literary movement that developed an ideological foundation for 
confluent love based on an understanding of humans as evolved animals. 
Flygare‑Carlén had asked which philosophy of love best served contempo‑
rary women. The authors of the Modern Breakthrough were more focused 
on the future, envisioning how humans might mate once the modern envi‑
ronment permitted that men and women to a greater extent pursue short‑ 
and long‑term mating driven by their natural impulses. They asked what 
a “true marriage” could entail and how “free love” might manifest itself.

Notes

	 1	 I use character names from the English translation.
	 2	 English translation from Flygare‑Carlén, The Magic Goblet; hereafter, only 

page numbers are in parenthesis.



Perils of Romantic Love  139

	 3	 Catherine Salmon, “What do Romance Novels, Pro Wrestling, and Mack 
Bolan Have in Common? Consilience and the Pop Culture of Storytelling,” 
in Joseph Carroll, Dan P. McAdams, and Edward O. Wilson, eds., Darwin’s 
Bridge: Uniting the Humanities & Science (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
2016), 167–82, 169.

	 4	 Salmon, “What do Romance Novels”; Schmitt, “Fundamental Strategies of 
Human Mating.”

	 5	 Flygare‑Carlén made it one of the main themes of her oeuvre to engage in the 
consequences of intrafemale competition. Harald Svanberg notes that a par‑
ticular psychological problem marks her works: “one man being torn between 
two women”; Harald Svanberg, Emilie Flygare‑Carlén: En studie (Stockholm: 
Albert Bonniers Förlag, 1912), 21.

	 6	 Buss, “Sexual Conflict in Human Mating.”
	 7	 Dark Triad traits can offer benefits in a line of social competitions, of which 

mating is the most foundational. Such traits can also help women get 
ahead, but they are less relevant with regard to women’s short‑term mating 
strategies.

	 8	 Corinne Qureshi, Elizabeth Harris, and Breanna E. Atkinson, “Relationships 
between Age of Females and Attraction to the Dark Triad Personality,” Person‑
ality and Individual Differences 95 (2016): 200–3.

	 9	 Carter et al., “The Dark Triad Personality”; Peter K. Jonason, Minna Lyons, 
and Alyson Blanchard, “Birds of a ‘Bad’ Feather Flock Together: The Dark 
Triad and Mate Choice,” Personality and Individual Differences 78 (2015): 
34–8.

	10	 The Byronic hero was named after the English Romantic poet Lord Byron. 
Such male romance characters are moody, dark, and deeply emotional.

	11	 Patrick K. Durkee, Aaron W. Lukaszewski, and David M. Buss, “Pride and 
Shame: Key Components of a Culturally Universal Status Management Sys‑
tem,” Evolution and Human Behavior 40.5 (2019): 470–8.

	12	 Apostolou, Sexual Selection in Homo Sapiens; Goetz et al., “Evolutionary Mis‑
match in Mating.”

	13	 Leif E. O. Kennair and Robert Biegler, “Conflicting Tastes: Conflict between 
Female Family Members in Choice of Romantic Partners,” in Maryanne L. 
Fisher, ed., The Oxford Handbook of Women and Competition (New York: 
Oxford University Press, 2017), 529–52; Robert Biegler and Leif E. O. Kennair, 
“Sisterly Love: Within‑Generation Differences in Ideal Partner for Sister and 
Self,” Evolutionary Behavioral Sciences 10.1 (2016): 29–42.

	14	 My use of the term “intuited” for Flygare‑Carlén’s cognitive processes entails 
no devaluation of her capacity for reason. In the evolutionary sciences, intui‑
tion often is used in contrast with knowledge gained from empirical science. 
This might sound reductive to humanities scholars, who, in the humanist tradi‑
tion, view human cognition as a more conscious and reliable process.

	15	 Almqvist, Det går an.
	16	 Ann B. Tracy, “Gothic Romance,” in Marie Mulvey‑Roberts, ed., The Hand‑

book of the Gothic (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2009), 169–73.
	17	 A provost is a Protestant minister. I interpret Alfhild’s father to represent com‑

panionate love. He is a well‑intentioned parent who mortally harms his daugh‑
ter through his forcing of a husband on her.

	18	 Maria Löfgren, Emancipationens gränser: Emilie Flygare‑Carléns 1840‑ 
talsromaner och kvinnans ställning (Stockholm: Brutus Östlings förlag, 2003).



140  Perils of Romantic Love

	19	 With how tragically this arranged marriage ends, Flygare‑Carlén takes a strong 
stand against parental choice and companionate pragmatism; she is a true 
Romantic, but one more focused on reason than what many others were.

	20	 Monica Lauritzen, En kvinnas röst: Emilie Flygare‑Carléns liv och dikt 
(Stockholm: Albert Bonniers Förlag, 2007).

	21	 Löfgren, Emancipationens gränser.
	22	 North American Review, “Reviewed Work(s): The Magic Goblet, or the 

Consecration of the Church of Hammarby by Emilie Carlen,” North American 
Review 60 (1845): 492–3.

	23	 Svenska Biet and August Blanche quoted in Lauritzen, En kvinnas röst, 162–3.
	24	 Svanberg, Emilie Flygare‑Carlén, 14, 18.
	25	 Hansson, Vem gör litteraturens historia?; Yvonne Leffler, “The Success of 

Swedish 19th‑Century Women Writers on the French‑Speaking Book Market: 
Fredrika Bremer and Emilie Flygare‑Carlén versus C. J. L. Almqvist and Viktor 
Rydberg,” Nordic Journal of Francophone Studies 5.1 (2022): 124–36.

	26	 For instance, in Alf Kjellén, Emilie Flygare‑Carlén: En litteraturhistorisk studie 
(Stockholm: Albert Bonniers Boktryckeri, 1932).

	27	 Kjellén, Emilie Flygare‑Carlén.
	28	 Gunnar Hansson, Vem gör litteraturens historia? (Linköping: Universitetet i 

Linköping, 1990).
	29	 Yvonne Leffler and Ebba Witt‑Brattström, “Skräck och skärgård,” in Elisabeth 
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7	 Exploring Confluent Love
Darwinian Mating in the Modern 
Breakthrough (1871–1888)

Henrik Ibsen (1828–1906) intuited that confluent love was destined to 
become the mating ideology of the modern individual. In no previous soci‑
ety had people been granted full agency to manage their own short‑ and 
long‑term mating strategies. But those societies belonged to a world that 
felt very different from the one that was arising as a consequence of the first 
industrial revolutions. In the brave, new world that was manifesting itself 
in Ibsen’s era, so much seemed possible that previously had been inconceiv‑
able. Perhaps it was even within our capacity to free women from the yoke 
of patriarchal subjugation. To many people, such a vision sounded like 
starry‑eyed utopianism. But for some moral vanguards, gender equality 
and “free love” seemed like the natural next steps on the human journey. 
The lesson from the Second Sexual Revolution had been that sexuality 
could not be free before women were. Who this New Woman should be 
remained a mystery, one that storytellers were eager to explore. No one 
did this more compellingly, or provocatively, than Ibsen when he wrote  
A Doll’s House (Et dukkehjem, 1879).

Ibsen’s female protagonist, Nora, had been subjected to conflicting cul‑
tural programming. The ethos of modernity conveyed that the Western 
individual should self‑realize.1 Since the First Sexual Revolution, an evo‑
lution toward ever‑greater individualism made people feel increasingly 
independent from kin and family. Alone, the Western individual should 
step into the world and self‑create.2 Romantic love, however, told women 
that their arena for self‑realization was not “the world” but the domestic 
domain, as they could only find purpose through their husbands and chil‑
dren. Such beliefs were adaptive—attested to by the nineteenth century’s 
population explosion—but increasingly dissatisfying for women drawn to 
the modern narrative of self‑creation through individualistic achievement. 
The romantic utopia of stay‑at‑home motherhood did not align with eve‑
ryone’s desires and aspirations.

When Nora ends A Doll’s House by slamming the door on her family, 
she ameliorates her cognitive dissonance through embracing confluent love. 
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This mating morality offered women independence, that is, copulation and 
pair‑bonding on equal footing with men; and, in the extension of this—as 
for Nora when the play ends—also the burden of self‑provisioning. The 
first industrial revolutions were creating a world with increasing oppor‑
tunities for women to earn salaries sufficient for a one‑person house‑
hold. Such an environment permitted that a man and a woman—instead 
of merging for life—could pair‑bond as autonomous individuals, free to 
un‑bond and seek new mates as their emotions and reason guided them 
(confluence: come together).3 This was how our forager ancestors had 
lived—as serial monogamists—before agriculture tied men and women 
together for life.

To you and me, confluent love probably sounds as obviously right as 
romantic love did to most of Ibsen’s readers—or earlier mating moralities 
to their contemporaries. Perhaps you and I have more reason to praise our 
morality since our mating practices align better with those of foragers. Alas, 
that is not how this works; there exists no paleo diet for mating. Fornicat‑
ing like foragers might work well in the modern environment, and it may 
not; it is an empirical question. A morality is under no obligation to pro‑
mote what feels natural. Quite the contrary, as our moralities are cultural 
tools for motivating behaviors that benefit our communities, even when 
our nature compels us to act selfishly.4 In this chapter, my investigation 
of the Modern Breakthrough attests to how the movement’s authors were 
able to untangle Homo sapiens’ mating nature. You might be impressed by 
the precision with which they predicted how modern mating would evolve, 
but they did not uncover an endpoint to which we were inevitably drawn; 
no such thing ever existed. Confluent love felt right because its tenets align 
with modern thought and institutions. Ibsen, Skram, Strindberg, and the 
other contributors appear prescient because they were caught by the same 
Darwinian wave that influenced other Western communities as they too 
were negotiating new ways to copulate and pair‑bond that were a better fit 
for their changing world.5 The authors of the Modern Breakthrough less 
predicted and more helped create and disseminate a new morality.

Some of these Scandinavian artists understood our mating impulses, but 
negotiating how these should be tempered by morality to contribute to 
a functional social order is always an open‑ended process—and a long 
one at that. Courtly love needed two centuries to culturally reprogram the 
Norse.6 Confluent love—if we count from Sara Videbeck to 1968—needed 
129 years to convince the Nordics. Such processes of cultural change are 
often not only about convincing, as the environment needs time to trans‑
form so that it can support the desired regime. We first imagine a com‑
pelling new world with innovative practices and beliefs, then—through 
agency and happenstance—eventually bring about the emergence of a 
world somewhat similar to that which we had imagined.
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Unfortunately, what may have appeared near‑utopian in our imagina‑
tion does not solve everything. The new mating morality comes with its 
own challenges and shortcomings, which motivate us to imagine new solu‑
tions, and so forth. In the ever‑changing modern world, this has been a 
continuous process, one that has been more complex than the impression 
you may get from the typology I offered in Figure I.1. We need not con‑
ceptualize the Modern Breakthrough as promoting a transition between 
two unrelated moralities of love. We could draw longer lines, as these 
moralities are but heuristic tools meant to help us think more clearly about 
the past millennium’s radical evolution of Western mating. Alternatively, 
we could use my definition of romantic love as an ideology of individual 
choice. Confluent love would then be but a new iteration of the ideology 
that began as libertine love. More than a quarter of a millennium after the 
Second Sexual Revolution, we still have not conceived of a morality that 
stabilizes Western mating practices under a regime of individual choice. 
Instead—as we explored in the Introduction chapter and will return to in 
the Conclusion—staggering numbers of men and women are withdraw‑
ing from short‑ and long‑term mating,7 and our nations are headed for a 
demographic collapse.8

Perhaps human mating nature does not lend itself to individual choice, 
even in the modern environment. It never did in any previous environ‑
ment.9 I have no opinion on whether this could be the case; again, it is an 
empirical question. It seems fairly certain, however, that Western civiliza‑
tion would rather self‑eradicate under the aegis of individual choice than 
return to a mating regime that imposes upon men and women undesired 
pair‑bonds and reproduction. Individual agency is the West’s paramount 
value—the unintended teleology of the psychological‑institutional coev‑
olution that was set in motion by the Church’s dissolution of Europe’s 
tribes.10 We have been so efficiently indoctrinated regarding our mating 
morality that, for decades, we have preferred to remain silent as, in nation 
after nation, fertility rates have fallen far below replacement levels. Only 
the most heterodox of thinkers, like Elon Musk, keep warning that “birth 
rate collapse is the biggest threat to human civilization.”11 At least until 
recently, he was taken about as seriously as when he in the 2010s warned 
against the existential perils of artificial intelligence; hardly anyone wants 
to engage the threat.

The challenges of AI and low fertility are similar in that no obvious 
solutions—or even acceptable countermeasures—appear to exist. The 
Scandinavian experience tells us that gender equality and generous welfare 
need not encourage baby making. In some regards, such policies pull in the 
opposite direction.12 To again permit polygyny could be the most effective 
means we have at our disposal for boosting fertility.13 This is not uplifting, 
considering how Western cultures would probably be as averse to polygyny 
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as arranged marriages. Looking back in history for specific measures will 
likely not work, as I consider a further turning of the individualistic screw 
more likely than any loosening. The authors of the Modern Breakthrough 
cultivated this individualistic perspective as they looked into the future—at 
the cusp of the Second Industrial Revolution14—to envision how we, their 
descendants, might mate. They asked what they themselves were drawn 
to and how the world brought about by their era’s emerging technologies 
might facilitate the living out of such desires.

We are in a similar position. The Second Industrial Revolution was 
upending their world, creating social havoc, and making old truths obso‑
lete.15 We are on the cusp of the Fourth Industrial Revolution. Our old 
truths are losing their ability to unite our communities, a cultural dissolu‑
tion that is most visible in the United States. Our mating practices seem 
similarly dysfunctional as those railed against by the authors of the Mod‑
ern Breakthrough. I have hardly heard a single person speak warmly of 
Tinder and modern dating. I know men with much success at acquiring 
short‑term mates via apps, but even they are appalled by the dynamics of 
today’s mating markets. Western women have achieved a unique level of 
freedom and agency, but many respond by withdrawing from both short‑ 
and long‑term mating markets.16 High singledom and plummeting fertility 
are externalities of a mating regime which is increasingly unable to offer 
men and women what they want. We should therefore ask ourselves: if a 
better tomorrow were possible, what would we be drawn to? How might 
our era’s emerging technologies facilitate that our descendants fulfill their 
mating desires? It took nearly a century from Georg Brandes’s 1871 call 
to action, which motivated the Modern Breakthrough, to the Third Sexual 
Revolution. How long will it take before we unite around a new mating 
morality?

These might seem like too‑large, unanswerable questions. My inves‑
tigation of the Modern Breakthrough attests to how trying to look into 
the future need not be a futile exercise. Literature not only helps us delve 
deeply into human nature to better understand ourselves but also aids the 
communal process of imagining into being tomorrow’s morality. Such 
journeys beg boldness; they are not for the conformist or faint at heart. 
The public condemnation, ridicule, arrests, and book confiscations that 
the authors of the Modern Breakthrough suffered exemplify how the 
general public tends to react when their mating morality is challenged. 
We are not meant to question how our community tells us to copulate 
and pair‑bond. Yet during transitions, we have no choice but to let go 
of old truths to find better ones, a process that fiction seems to make 
somewhat more tolerable. As we look for the twenty‑first century’s new 
truths—which may be so different that they at first seem preposterous—
we should bear in mind how people reacted to Hans Jæger, “the rabid 
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dog” of the Kristiania Bohemians.17 He became Norway’s most infamous 
man, was locked up, submitted to psych evaluation, and deprived of 
opportunities to provide for himself after envisioning a social order simi‑
lar to social democracy, underpinned by confluent love. He even quite 
accurately assessed how many lifetime sex partners men would want— 
a number so provokingly high that it motivated strangers to stop and 
point at Jæger in the street.

The Double Standard

The Romantic Century succeeded with what post‑Reformation Puritan‑
ism also had achieved: to instill in the public that women only benefitted 
from marital sex. Women of the late nineteenth century had an additional 
incentive to live up to expectations of chastity. Economic growth gener‑
ated an increasing number of middle‑class men who could offer a mate‑
rially comfortable existence for a stay‑at‑home wife, similar to how the 
upper classes organized their pair‑bonding. To remain eligible for such a 
marriage, middle‑class daughters and other ambitious women had to save 
themselves for the wedding night—a minor sacrifice if female sexuality 
were as construed. By contrast, it was widely considered unhealthy for 
men to go too long without sex. Since it typically took many years to accu‑
mulate sufficient resources to afford a middle‑class marriage, the cultural 
compromise was to look the other way if these men had discreet sex with 
lower‑class lovers or prostitutes. Such pragmatism was institutionalized, 
as regulated prostitution was legalized in Norway in 1868, in Denmark in 
1874, and in Sweden in 1875.18 No such accommodation was offered to 
those waiting for Mr. Right. This unequal treatment of men’s and women’s 
sexualities became known as “the double standard,” one of the primary 
targets of the Modern Breakthrough.

This mating regime, too, had a math problem, or several. Many more 
women wanted to not work than there were men who could finance the 
romantic utopia. A skewed sex ratio—in particular in cities—made mat‑
ters worse. Unlike in antiquity, there were now too few men due to the 
era’s large‑scale emigration being a male‑heavy affair. In 1860, Copen‑
hagen’s female surplus was 9%; in 1870, Stockholm’s was 25%; and in 
1875, that of Kristiania (now Oslo) was 11%. Romantic ideology did not 
consider sex ratios; it prescribed that women wait chastely at home for a 
man with sufficient resources to propose. Submitting to this script often 
went unrewarded. In Stockholm in 1870, of women aged 25–30 only 27% 
were married. From 1870 to 1920, 40% of the Swedish capital’s women 
never became wives.19 Men lost out too. They may have been allowed to 
have sex with prostitutes, but marriage could be allusive. Some men did 
not accumulate enough money to live up to romantic ideals until late in 
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life, and many never did, as the pursuit of economic success is always a 
fraught endeavor.

As a result, many men and women spent their 20s, or longer, without the 
opportunity to start a family—the paramount condition for self‑realization, 
according to romantic ideology. This waiting period was similar to that 
of the EMP but made less sense for the middle class of the modern era. 
Since the 1770s, the lower classes had reproduced more effectively than the 
well‑off.20 Middle‑class women often had their reproductive period short‑
ened or never entered into one. It became increasingly clear that a regime 
that relegated many middle‑class daughters to lifelong spinsterhood and 
many sons to years of reproductive inactivity was, in several regards, dys‑
functional. Groundbreaking feminist literature, such as Camilla Collett’s 
The District Governor’s Daughters (Amtmandens Døttre, 1854–1855), 
had portrayed how women suffered and suggested revisions to the exist‑
ing mating ideology. These early efforts were less effective as they lacked a 
sufficiently novel perspective, a theoretical innovation that would let them 
function as what I term cultural dissolvents.21 People continued to submit 
to the romantic regime, thinking it had been prescribed by God, which is 
a challenging authority to argue against. If men and women were divinely 
designed for lifelong monogamy, fading love and a desire for extrapair 
copulation were mere challenges devised to test whether you were fit for 
paradise in the afterlife.

Charles Darwin offered the evolutionary meta‑narrative that would 
upend the Christian understanding of human nature. On the Origin of Spe‑
cies (1859) and The Descent of Man (1871) described humans as evolved 
apes, compelling thinkers and artists to, among other things, reimagine 
morality and mating. In 1871, Georg Brandes—the theorist behind the 
Modern Breakthrough and its premier literary critic—called out to Scan‑
dinavian authors, imploring them to write socially conscious literature 
that rebelled against tradition. As the 1870s progressed, Darwinism took 
increasing hold of the Scandinavian public discourse22; it became the ideo‑
logical and analytical weapon of the Modern Breakthrough. The literary 
movement’s overarching aim was to develop a new, naturalistic mating ide‑
ology.23 Uncertainty around the implications of Darwin’s theory allowed 
the authors to appropriate it for a range of conflicting agendas. Some 
resorted to Darwinian window‑dressing—topical, superficial references—
while others offered penetrative evolutionary analysis that illuminated 
human universals and educated audiences.

Lust, Love, and Attachment

Jens Peter Jacobsen (1847–1885) was among the first Scandinavians to 
understand the importance of the theory of evolution.24 In the early 1870s, 
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the gifted botanist translated Darwin’s works into Danish and debuted with 
the short story “Mogens.”25 His approach led one critic to read “Mogens” 
not as “a love story, but a story about ‘mate selection,’ analogous to [Dar‑
win’s] thesis on ‘eroticism in the animal kingdom’.”26 In this tale of young 
lovers who struggle to understand their own mating impulses, Jacobsen 
dramatizes how human nature and moral expectation clash: “That which 
was called love, it was the hollowest of all hollow things, it was lust, flam‑
ing lust, glimmering lust, smoldering lust, but lust and nothing else.”27 The 
protagonist despises himself for having desires that misalign with romantic 
ideology:

Passion spoiled everything, and it was very ugly and unhuman. How 
he hated everything in human nature that was not tender and pure, fine 
and gentle! He had been subjugated, weighed down, tormented, by this 
ugly and powerful force; it had lain in his eyes and ears, it had poisoned 
all his thoughts.28

In Niels Lyhne (1880), one of the first truly modern novels,29 Jacobsen 
turns his focus from sexual desire to the challenges of lifelong monog‑
amy. The eponymous protagonist notes how, after two years of mar‑
riage, a couple he knows are no longer bonded by love. Their intense 
passion has become replaced by “a sweet contempt which day by day 
lessened in sweetness and became, at last, utterly bitter.”30 Niels’s father 
is better at adapting to long‑term requirements. After his first year of 
marital bliss, his feelings change, as he wants to let go of his “plumage 
of romance [to] settle peacefully.” He wishes for their love to become 
“more like the quiet glow of embers on their bed of ashes, spreading a 
gentle warmth.”31 His transformation is illuminated by how biologi‑
cal anthropologist Helen Fisher conceptualizes human mating. She pro‑
poses that our relationships are underpinned by three distinct systems: 
lust, love, and attachment.32 Lust motivates us to copulate, love to  
pair‑bond, and attachment to stay together after lust and love have 
subsided.

Niels’s father is willing to settle for the “gentle warmth” of attachment, 
but his mother is not. Having grown up on romantic poetry that proselyt‑
ized lifelong love, she reacts with sorrow when her dopamine levels dimin‑
ish. Not only does she feel less good, but without the illusion spawned by 
her love, her husband begins to appear.

no whit different from the people she used to live among. She had 
merely been deceived by the very ordinary fact that his love, for a brief 
moment, had invested him with a fleeting glamor of soulfulness and 
exaltation.33
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From my evolutionary perspective, love has two prime functions: (1) to 
motivate women to have sex also with low‑value men and (2) to motivate 
men and women to cooperate through the pregnancy and their offspring’s 
most vulnerable phase. When their love mechanisms had been triggered, 
Niels’s parents felt strongly attracted to each other and also acted differ‑
ently, as his father had donned his “plumage of romance.” Love deluded 
Niels’s mother into thinking that her husband was an exceptionally good 
match. Once love was done performing its neural magic—which typically 
lasts 12–18 months34—she could assess him more soberly, understanding 
“how great had been her mistake.”35 By this time, Niels was growing in her 
uterus, and his father felt like embracing attachment. The father’s adapta‑
tion seems aided by how, when men become bonded and settled, their 
testosterone and stress hormones tend to decrease while estrogen increases. 
The adaptive upside seems to be that the resulting loss in sexual appetite 
focuses men on childrearing.36

A main thematic implication of Jacobsen’s oeuvre is that human nature 
aligns poorly with the demands of lifelong monogamy. The romantic myth 
of everlasting bliss can be adaptive, but a better understanding of our own 
nature can help us accept those compromises that are necessary for mod‑
ern relationships to not become festered by contempt and bitterness. As the 
Modern Breakthrough’s first decade came to a close, another author—with 
ambitions of much grander influence—turned the naturalistic perspective 
from interiority to social dysfunction.

A True Marriage

Ibsen hugged Brandes so hard when they first met that the critic “could 
scarcely breathe.”37 With his contributions to the Modern Breakthrough, 
Ibsen would become the father of modern drama and, arguably, history’s 
greatest playwright besides Shakespeare.38 Ibsen bid Brandes an enthusias‑
tic adieu: “You stir up the Danes, I’ll stir up the Norwegians.”39 He later 
added that his work would entail a revolution, a “mortal combat between 
two epochs [because] anything is better than the existing state of affairs.”40

With Nora’s final words, Ibsen challenges audiences and authors to 
explore how men and women would have to transform themselves so that 
their “living together could be a true marriage.”41 With Ghosts (Gengangere, 
1881), his most naturalistic play, Ibsen makes infidelity, venereal disease, 
and incest an integral part of the drama to show the ugliest consequences of 
romantic morality. Bourgeois values did not only make individuals miser‑
able but poisoned the public sphere and blinded people to the opportunities 
of a new age. Ghosts took modern tragedy in a new direction, as such plays 
had “dealt mainly with the unhappy consequences of breaking the moral 
code [while Ghosts] deals with the consequences of not breaking it.”42
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In The Wild Duck (Vildanden, 1884), young Gregers wants “to establish 
a true marriage” but admits that he has “hardly seen a single one.”43 A def‑
inition is offered, that of “a marriage based on complete trust, one that’s 
wholehearted and open on both sides [without] secrets [and with] mutual 
forgiveness of sins.”44 This openness toward premarital sex for both sexes 
can be read as an attack on Ibsen’s longtime rival, Bjørnstjerne Bjørnson 
(1832–1910). Bjørnson had thrown gasoline on the “morality debate” with 
A Gauntlet (En hanske, 1883). His solution to the double standard was to 
demand premarital chastity also from men. The Brandes circle responded 
with contempt and ridicule. Bjørnson had convinced himself, after read‑
ing Darwin, that lust led to cruelty. Alas, Scandinavian men—unless they 
saved themselves for marriage—risked falling victim to the kind of vanity 
and lack of moderation that so plagued the French.45 Bjørnson’s position 
was informed by how he sided with Lamarckism, believing that a child 
would not only inherit its parents’ promiscuity but also their efforts in 
resisting promiscuity.46 His play became a box‑office hit, but roaring, glee‑
ful audiences aligned themselves with the drama’s antagonistic forces.47 
For the era’s Darwinian interpretations, the stage became a testing ground 
through which audiences firmly rejected propositions of universal chastity.

August Strindberg (1849–1912) accused Bjørnson of writing A Gaunt‑
let to win female support: “Be immoral, Bjørnson, like you were in your 
youth, for the virtue that comes after age 50 is no good for preaching!” He 
signed his letter, “your former friend.”48 Strindberg’s short stories, Married 
(Giftas, 1884–1886), laid marriages bare, convincingly, and in all their 
ugliness. If anyone hoped that there existed a recipe for “true marriage” 
that could bring domestic salvation, Strindberg’s drama was designed to 
crush any such hope. At most, a détente could be found through which a 
man and a woman could survive in each other’s long‑term company if they 
“found safety‑valves for their temperaments which refused to blend.”49

Strindberg, too, infuses his narratives with evolutionary reasoning, 
questioning the nature of love. “There are materialists who say that there 
would be no such thing as love if there weren’t two sexes,” offers a lawyer 
who courts the wealthy protagonist in “A Duel.” They decide to pair‑bond 
not because they are meant for each other but because they have a similarly 
low mate value based on their looks. “Whenever it is a question of natu‑
ral selection,” the lawyer explains, “right is on the side of the strong and 
the beautiful.” This rings somewhat true for short‑term mating but not 
in respect to long‑term pair‑bonding for a male lawyer and a 20‑year‑old 
woman of means in late‑1800s Sweden. When the woman expresses that 
she primarily looks for “kindness,” the lawyer retorts: “Kindness and 
weakness usually go hand in hand; women admire strength.”50

Studies from our present era show that female mate preferences have 
evolved to value love, kindness, and sincerity above all else in long‑term 
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partners, in particular when such altruism is directed at the woman and 
her kin.51 When Darwinism was discussed in the 1880s, its theories tended 
to be interpreted with a greater focus on brute competition. The remedy 
for civilization’s misalignment with human nature was often claimed to be 
the era’s new doctrines of socialism, anarchism, and other ‑isms not yet 
discredited.52 In a letter to a friend, Strindberg referred to Married as “my 
whore book,” claiming that his upcoming publication was

pure socialism with the most radical women’s agenda ever seen! But 
I blame Ibsen for his fiendish idealism in A Doll’s House. Bjørnson’s 
A  Gauntlet, too. Ridiculous courting, old‑fashioned gallantry. Shall 
boys not be allowed to fuck, now that we are trying to give girls the 
same freedom! Who, then, will get to fuck these girls?53

Strindberg was charged with blasphemy. Influential members of the upper 
class and the right‑wing press thus sought to prevent further escalation of 
literary transgression. When the self‑exiled author returned home to face 
trial, he was met with a rapturous welcome by young radicals, middle‑class 
progressives, and other sympathizers. He was later acquitted.54

The Best Life Has to Offer

Amalie Skram (1846–1905) was the movement’s premier female writer. 
Her debut novel, Constance Ring (1885), offers a tragic account of how 
romantic indoctrination made middle‑class women unprepared for mar‑
riage. Skram had been pressured into matrimony with an older man after 
her father went bankrupt and abandoned his family. Her husband’s infi‑
delity contributed to Skram’s commitment to a psychiatric hospital, where 
she spent years. After her divorce, she moved to Kristiania with her two 
children, joined the Norwegian capital’s bohemian community of artists, 
and began writing.

The protagonist in Constance Ring is horrified to learn of her hus‑
band’s infidelity. He promises to stop but seems too addicted to the hor‑
monal rush from sex with lower‑class women. Constance embarks on 
a romantic and sexual exploration with three men in succession. Expe‑
riencing how human nature rarely plays out as in her romance novels, 
Constance descends toward suicide. She suffers confusion similar to that 
of the woman in Niels Lyhne, who expected the rush of love to last 
forever. After a year and a half’s bliss with her second man, Constance 
notices how he stops courting her. For her, the monotony of attachment 
is not sufficient. She wants men to always be courting her, but she learns 
that without prospects of access to her sexuality, men are unwilling to 
play the part. Just friendship, explains her courter, “would for you be an 
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added luxury, something you get on the side, but for me it would be dif‑
ferent. It would not be like for like.”55

Once a woman had committed to a man, she had to submit to him 
and a life without romance. Her husband would turn his sexual attention 
to servants, prostitutes, or lower‑class women—while his wife’s sexuality 
withered. At least judging by much literature of the Modern Breakthrough, 
this was how middle‑class marriages unfolded. In the movement’s more 
simplistic “indignation literature,” such power relations inspired stories in 
which men were villains and women victims. Skram dramatizes how both 
male and female expectations and mate preferences lead to social dysfunc‑
tion that harms both men and women.

In Lucie (1888), Skram’s protagonist contributes to her own demise by let‑
ting herself be overtaken by whichever neural stimuli allure her most. When 
men feel lust, she condemns them for only caring about one thing. When 
she feels the same rush, she interprets such feelings as love and therefore 
belonging on a different moral plane. The voice of reason is Mrs. Reinertson,  
who suggests that

if society were run on social democratic principles, all this would resolve 
itself. Because the crux of the problem is economic. In politics we know 
that might makes right. In the domain of love it’s the same, and here 
“might” means the opportunity for both men and women to properly 
provide for themselves.56

In Betrayed (Forrådt, 1892), Skram offers additional confluent‑love‑aligned 
advice: “Know each other for seven years and then get married, if you have 
not yet lost your lust for each other.”57 Her recommendation would be 
heeded, as modern Scandinavians have become the world’s leading pre‑
marital cohabitators.58

Other female authors, such as Swedish Anne Charlotte Leffler (1849–
1892) and Victoria Benedictsson (1850–1888), relied on personal experi‑
ence to offer insights into how middle‑ and upper‑class women experienced 
the transition from chastity to marriage. Different struggles were suffered 
by lower‑class, promiscuous women, and these were explored in stories 
written by both female and male authors. Only the less renowned Nathalia 
Larsen (1855–1925) had personal experience to draw on when she wrote 
about “free love” from a woman’s perspective.59 The Dane’s writing 
reaches a maturity toward the end of the 1880s that allows her later works 
to offer more than indignation at male villainy.

In “Guilt Free” (“Skyldfri,” 1890), Larsen shares an insightful account 
of her own bohemian relationship to Gustav Wied (1858–1914), another 
author who enjoyed infamy after his prose landed him in prison. The cou‑
ple’s version of “true marriage” was one of cohabitation and complete 
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trust, but only until lust and love leave them. Larsen’s protagonist, how‑
ever, did not know “that it is always the man who leaves first.”60 This 
is clearly not universal, but the character’s conclusion attests to the con‑
fusion that even the avant‑garde suffered. Wied’s leaving may have been 
influenced by how men desire greater partner variety, which in periods of 
female surplus leads men to prioritize short‑term mating due to increased 
opportunity.61 After her man has left her, the protagonist dreads how her 
bohemian morals will be sanctioned now that she no longer has the refuge 
of their relationship.

In Youth Stories (Ungdomshistorier, 1895), Wied tells the same story 
from his perspective. Like other authors had conveyed before him, Wied 
notes how “the intoxication” disappears after a certain period, leaving 
couples discontented. In spite of lust driving him to pursue ever‑more part‑
ners, Wied concludes that human nature leaves a man no choice but to 
settle for attachment around age 30. The alternative is living “like gypsies 
all through life,” missing out on being part of society with a wife and 
children.62 Wied mourns how such matrimonial compromises strip men of 
their manhood, reducing them to child breeders.63

A more confrontational approach is offered by Hans Jæger (1854–1910) 
in From the Kristiania Bohemian (Fra Kristiania‑Bohêmen, 1885). The 
restless young amateur philosopher had already become “Norway’s most 
infamous man, with whom no decent person would associate.”64 Jæger 
had claimed that society’s greatest ills were social inequality and marriage. 
He argued that a lack of “free love” deprived people of the best content 
life had to offer. No man could have a completely intimate relationship 
with a woman without sex, and even those who could afford to marry only 
got to experience such a relationship once. He suggested that, if instead of 
romantic marriages, we

have free love, so that men and women can leave each other and seek 
new love when they became transparent to each other, then we could 
throughout a lifetime create such complete intimate relationships to—
well, it’s hard to tell how many, that could vary; but I would for exam‑
ple say 20 women. In this case I was thus deprived, under the current 
social conditions, of 19/20 of my life’s content.65

Jæger’s desire is similar to that of today’s Norwegian men, who would 
prefer a total of 25 sex partners, while women desire 5—a sex difference 
that gender equality has not reduced.66 Norwegians were aghast. Jæger 
describes how “old men stopped on the street and smilingly pointed me 
out for their old female companions as the man who wanted 20 wives.”67 
His self‑published novel was seized, and Jæger was submitted to mental 
evaluation.68 300 copies escaped confiscation, which stock companies 
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rented out per diem.69 Jæger was fined and imprisoned, and he lost his job 
as stenographer at the Parliament. In spite of the pushback, he continued 
to argue that a young avant‑garde should mate according to the bohe‑
mian ethos. For wider implementation, economic freedom was impera‑
tive. Jæger’s definition of “free love” was not the “copulation en masse”70 
that many opponents of the Modern Breakthrough suspected; it was no 
more than social acceptance for serial monogamy. Jæger believed that such 
relations could be possible if the pair‑bonding man and woman both had 
well‑paid employment, so that

they would both create for themselves autonomous positions and love 
each other with independent freedom until love left them as easily as it 
had come, to be replaced by a new, different, and distinct love to a new, 
different, entirely distinct woman who also has an autonomous position 
and can let herself be loved without in return demanding provision and 
dependence for life.71

Fellow bohemian Arne Garborg (1851–1924) also emphasized how their 
movement’s obsession with sex had a greater purpose. He understood 
“free love” to mean “free divorce,” the right for men and women to move 
on without social sanctions.72 In The Making of Daniel Braut (Bondestu‑
dentar, 1883), Men (Mannfolk, 1886), and Weary Men (Trætte Mænd, 
1891), Garborg chronicles Norway’s transition from rural tradition to 
urban gender dysfunction. For males in premarital limbo and women wait‑
ing for proposals, the romantic regime appeared not moral but cruel and 
nonsensical. To wake up those in power, this new reality would have to be 
displayed in all its horribleness through controversial literature; this was 
the bohemian ethos.

Garborg seems to have felt considerable pressure to live up to the infamy 
of his peers. After Jæger’s novel had been seized, Christian Krohg (1852–
1925) brought his novel, Albertine (1886), to the Minister of Justice before 
publication, insisting that he read its most controversial parts. Albertine 
is the story of a seamstress who is coerced into prostitution by the police, 
who regulate sex work. The narrative was incendiary, yet the Minister did 
nothing, referring to how Norway lacked censorship. After publication, 
Albertine was confiscated, and Krohg was fined. 5000 protestors rallied 
outside the Ministry, but the Minister still would not permit publication of 
Krohg’s novel. He did, however, commit to overturning the 1868 law that 
had permitted regulated sex work.

Such legislative change, in addition to the public debate that followed 
confiscations, inspired Garborg to contact the Minister of Justice, advo‑
cating a seizure of his own Men. A national newspaper supported his 
demand. Garborg wrote that he had to “be indicted under the same law 
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that Albertine’s author Christian Krohg is currently indicted under.” Oth‑
erwise, intelligent readers “could get the impression that Men was less 
truthful and serious than Albertine,” which could hurt Garborg’s “reputa‑
tion as author.”73 His plea was not heard. Authorities had perhaps grown 
wise to providing free PR and provoking thousands of progressives into 
bringing their grievances to the street.

The New Woman

Thus, the Scandinavian “morality debate” had reached its apex. The Mod‑
ern Breakthrough neared its end as a unified movement, with naturalism 
giving way to neo‑Romanticism and modernism.74 First‑wave feminism 
continued its political march as a line of legislative progress empowered 
Scandinavian women, from equal inheritance in the mid‑1800s to univer‑
sal suffrage by 1919. The metanarrative of confluent love made possible 
this reconceptualization of gender.

Novelists and playwrights had developed and disseminated new ways of 
thinking around mating that required new laws and institutions. Authors 
like Jacobsen helped people understand their own mating impulses, which 
aligned poorly with romantic love. Ibsen railed against the social conse‑
quences of romantic delusions, suggesting that “true marriage” could be 
possible if society stopped its legal infantilization of women, instead afford‑
ing them the same liberal freedoms as men. Strindberg thought human 
nature was more complicated, so that a better understanding of our animal 
instincts could at best help couples suffer more amicably. Bjørnson sug‑
gested that human nature could be transcended, a naivety rejected by peers 
and audiences alike. Jæger and Skram offered the most prescient visions 
for gender relations. They imagined equality underpinned by similar male 
and female laborforce participation, a defining feature of social democ‑
racy.75 They promoted serial monogamy as the key to creating good lives. 
For the Nordic bohemians, “free love” and “true marriage” became one 
and the same: an equal right to copulate and pair‑bond for as long as the 
man and woman in question feel like it.

These new truths answered the question Nora had posed at the end  
of A Doll’s House. Since the play’s premiere, criticism has been haunted 
by the question of “why Nora leaves, what her motivations are.”76 Her 
exit is seen as “a decisive turning point . . . in the history of modern 
drama.”77 Even the progressive Brandes found Nora unconvincing,78 as 
he could imagine no woman leaving her husband to attend to her own 
self‑realization.79 Later generations increasingly could.

As my investigation of the Modern Breakthrough has attested, A Doll’s 
House and its associated literary movement are best understood as a Dar‑
winian exploration of the transition from romantic to confluent love. Nora 
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leaves her family to live up to tomorrow’s ideals. Modernity had convinced 
her that, without individualistic self‑realization, she lived an inauthentic 
life—as did all women. In an early draft of the play, Ibsen wrote that “a 
woman cannot be herself in contemporary society.”80 Over the next dec‑
ades, progressive women had to redefine themselves to live up to the ideal 
of modernity’s New Woman. A Doll’s House ends by asking who the New 
Man might be in such a postromantic regime:

HELMER:	 Nora—can I never be more than a stranger to you?
NORA:	 Ah, Torvald—it would take the greatest miracle of all—
HELMER:	 Tell me the greatest miracle!
NORA:	 You and I both would have to transform ourselves to the point 

that—Oh, Torvald, I’ve stopped believing in miracles.
HELMER:	 But I’ll believe. Tell me! Transform ourselves to the point 

that—?
NORA:	 That our living together could be a true marriage.
HELMER:	 Nora! Nora! Empty. She’s gone. The greatest miracle—?

(From below, the sound of a door slamming shut.)81

This purported miracle of male transformation is the main theme of Hjal‑
mar Söderberg’s oeuvre. In The Serious Game (1912), he explores the male 
identity under a regime of confluent love.
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8	 Consequences of Confluent Love
Self‑Realization in The Serious 
Game (1912–2016)

By the early 1900s, the ideals of confluent love had been established. 
How to turn such ideals into a functional social order remained elu‑
sive. The fiery discussions around first‑wave feminism can be viewed as 
an argument centered on how to implement the “true marriage” and 
“free love” that Westerners increasingly came to crave, although it was 
still unclear precisely which content it made most sense to project into 
those terms. Female emancipation cannot be separated from the dis‑
cussion around modernity’s mating morality. Because this process to 
a great extent was driven by women fighting for their liberal rights, 
it is easy to lose sight of how the transition was similarly consequen‑
tial for men. As a response to increasingly empowered women, Hjalmar 
Söderberg explores through The Serious Game (Den allvarsamma leken, 
1912) who modernity’s New Man might be. The existential dread of 
this man‑in‑progress is portrayed as being no less painful than that of 
women like Nora, as both sexes had to step into the unknown to find 
modern answers and identities.

The protagonist, Arvid, and his romantic interest, Lydia, fall in love 
when she is 18 and he 5 years older. Both follow the romantic script. They 
cannot get married until he can afford a middle‑class lifestyle. They can 
also not have sex, as both feel bound by norms for female chastity. Unable 
to fulfill the romantic utopia, they regress to mating informed by the com‑
panionate script. Lydia marries a 51‑year‑old rich and famous archeologist 
for economic safety. Arvid gets tricked into marriage by a woman whose 
father offers economic support. Both cheat on their spouses. A decade 
later, fate places them next to each other in the opera. They have sex, but 
this union of eternal beloveds does not lead to marriage and reproduction. 
Instead, The Serious Game dramatizes the questions that would define the 
twentieth‑century evolution toward confluent love. Söderberg’s romance 
has been praised as Sweden’s only important love novel,1 not because it 
is—in my opinion2—but because its thematic questions have continued to 
feel so relevant.

https://doi.org/10.4324/9781003499237-9
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After the Third Sexual Revolution, Gun‑Britt Sundström wrote a par‑
allel novel, For Lydia (För Lydia, 1973), from the perspective of Arvid’s 
beloved. The characters and plot are similar but placed in 1957–1972, 
when the modern marriage pattern reached its zenith, for then to disin‑
tegrate. Postwar economic growth had finally permitted a near‑universal 
implementation of the breadwinner‑housewife model,3 a radical change 
which let the romantic utopia reveal its shortcomings. Concurrently, 
people began having much more premarital sex; not just avant‑gardes 
but regular people.4 After a steep decrease in divorces after the war, the 
rate skyrocketed.5 A desire for self‑realization drove both breakups and 
promiscuity, as sex was by many embraced as the “most precious in 
what human relationships have to offer.”6 The dynamics of mating mar‑
kets transformed. Lifelong monogamy had driven assortative mating, the 
search for one person of similar mate value. The emergence of a de facto 
polygynous regime allowed attractive men to accumulate a large number 
of lovers and partners.7 Sundström portrays how women gain access to 
high‑value men for erotic adventures but not pair‑bonding. An increasing 
stratification between low‑ and high‑value men is set in motion, a process 
whose outcomes Sundström presents as causing harm to women. Historian 
Stephanie Coontz refers to the mid‑1970s as a period of cultural backpe‑
daling, as a reaction to the Third Sexual Revolution.8 For Lydia is part of 
this movement, a feminist response to an ideological change which Sund‑
ström perceives to mostly benefit men, as she lacks the conceptual appara‑
tus to distinguish between men of low and high mate value.

Three film adaptations attest to the enduring relevance of Söderberg’s 
romance. Works from 1945, 1977, and 2016 subtly change the story to 
engage challenges arising from the gradual implementation of confluent 
love—with regard to gender equality, self‑realization, and reproduction, 
respectively. In all five versions of the tale of Arvid and Lydia, gender 
identity and interior transformation are key. Ibsen had asked how women 
would have to change under a regime of confluent love. Söderberg asks 
how men must change in response to women’s legal, sexual, and existential 
empowerment. As the novel ends, Arvid leaves Stockholm in a Nora‑esque 
manner. Men, too, had been confined to a narrow role, as breadwinners 
competing for status. Like Nora, Arvid must figure out who he can be if 
freed from romantic ideals. Like Ibsen, Söderberg ends his work without 
telling readers which answers his protagonist will find, as these conflu‑
ent journeys are open‑ended. The difference between women and men—
according to Söderberg—is that women’s independence from romantic 
ideology precedes that of men. Had Lydia offered to join Arvid in the end, 
he may have succumbed to his romantic programming. Men only real‑
ize that also they are trapped in a doll’s house once their mate has found 
the exit and flown away, a pivotal insight if men are to achieve truly free 
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self‑creation. Under the confluent regime, greater independence from biol‑
ogy and culture is a paramount ideal; both pair‑bonding and reproduction 
became viewed as optional.

Freedom Outside of Love

Later generations would celebrate The Serious Game as the greatest 
love story written in Swedish. A perhaps overly parochial group of vot‑
ers deemed it the fourth best in world literature.9 Contemporary critics, 
however, were befuddled by Söderberg’s morally transgressive and stylisti‑
cally proto‑modernist novel. Söderberg had been a prominent fin‑de‑siècle 
author whose star was fading.10 His critical nemesis, Fredrik Böök, declares 
artistic bankruptcy: with The Serious Game, Söderberg has become unin‑
teresting and his protagonist reduced to sex.11 Hans Emil Larsson finds 
the novel to align with the era’s depraved literature, which, he insists, only 
expresses the authors’ personal vice, as their era does not suffer depravity. 
Larsson concludes that Söderberg’s latest novel sets a Swedish record in 
nastiness, threatening young people’s sex morals.12 Sven Söderman con‑
demns the novel’s ethical nihilism.13 Birger Bæckström refuses to believe 
in the love story, as Arvid and Lydia speak too coldly to each other. He 
does not view the story to be a novel, as it includes too much material 
irrelevant to the story itself.14 Söderberg’s proto‑modernist mixing of plot 
and real‑world events rubs several critics the wrong way. Only a few find 
the novel to be of exceptional quality, among them Pär Lagerkvist, the 
future Nobel laureate and pioneer of Swedish modernism. He writes that 
Söderberg’s novel delivers artistically, stylistically, and psychologically.15

No contemporary critics recognized that Söderberg investigates a new 
ideology of love; they all interpret the story from a perspective of romantic 
love. The four most positive critics conclude that the novel ends in tragedy, 
as Arvid falls victim to his love for Lydia. She, however, is not a victim but 
driven by desire. They read Lydia to be a predatorial maneater without 
tragic dimensions.16 Böök finds the novel to exemplify what could hap‑
pen if people undermine religion and morals. Great literature, states Olof 
Rabenius, should emphasize life’s higher aspects.17

Two decades later, critics understood Söderberg’s project. Sven Stolpe 
concludes that Söderberg was the first Swede to successfully describe love 
and suffering.18 Ingemar Wizelius states that “The Serious Game is our 
literature’s only important love novel,” adding that Lydia “is one of our 
literature’s only vital portrayals of women.”19 Söderberg’s earlier New 
Woman gestalts—such as the eponymous protagonist in the play Gertrude 
(1906)20—came across as mouthpieces for his ideology. Lydia feels real.21 
Literary histories have upheld this positive assessment of Söderberg, who is 
considered among Sweden’s greatest authors. The critical understanding of 
The Serious Game has deepened, concludes Bure Holmbäck, as emotions 
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have calmed and the historical context has become better understood.22  
A key question has been how to interpret Lydia and Arvid’s character arcs, 
as they evolve from being youths convinced by romantic love to becoming 
disillusioned adults trying to find new morals to live by.

Lydia has increasingly been read as a victim of her era’s gender roles. 
Where men of the 1910s saw a femme fatale, Sten Rein sees a whole 
woman. He compliments how a male author has described a female psyche 
with such intellectual and emotional intimacy.23 Åke Janzon finds Lydia to 
be mindlessly irrational.24 Merete Mazzarella explains such seeming irra‑
tionality as a consequence of women’s limited opportunities at the time. In 
the early 1900s, job and pay segregation had increased, but women made 
gains in sexual agency.25 Lydia evolves into a femme fatale because sex 
was the only power women had. Without meaningful work and economic 
freedom, writes Mazzarella, “erotic freedom becomes destructive.”26

E. N. Tigerstedt draws a parallel from Ibsen to Söderberg, terming Ger‑
trude “Nora’s granddaughter.”27 Wizelius recognizes that Söderberg inves‑
tigates not only how New Women free themselves from the sexual double 
standard but also how similarly New Men are fed up with power and 
status games. Several critics find Arvid to be trapped in the routines of the 
middle‑class breadwinner.28 Such reproductive obligations are connected 
to Arvid’s love for Lydia and his reason for fleeing. Ulla Lundqvist con‑
cludes that Arvid leaves Sweden because Lydia’s latest affair is too painful 
for him to handle.29 Elena Balzamo writes that Arvid flees

weary and disheartened, without any plan for his future. Where does 
the fault lie? In that moment of defiance at the start of the novel, where 
the hero condemns himself by refusing to become ‘tied down’ to the girl 
that he nonetheless loves?30

Such an interpretation misses the mark for The Serious Game but may have 
fit Gertrude, a play Söderberg wrote immediately after his affair with the 
woman who inspired both Gertrude and Lydia.31 This more conventional 
play ends with the female and male perspectives agreeing that love is the 
ultimate source of satisfaction. Six years later, Söderberg felt a distance to 
the affair, this “catastrophe that had stripped him of everything,”32 thus 
allowing him to envision the future of Western mating. In The Serious 
Game, more is at play when Arvid leaves Sweden than him merely giving 
up. Holmbäck finds that Arvid seems to enter into a new phase, one Söder‑
berg leaves undefined. Mazzarella points to the confluent ideals embodied 
in this ending:

He has broken out of the cramped space of both marriage and extra‑
marital love, but hardly knows where he is going. For him, freedom is 
now expressly not something that has to do with love or cohabitation.33



164  Consequences of Confluent Love

Through the following reading, I argue that critics have overlooked impor‑
tant aspects of Arvid’s character arc. He is often interpreted to end the 
novel fleeing, despondent and without a plan, from a love he never could 
make work. From the perspective of confluent love, the climactic choice he 
makes appears more like a moral breakthrough.

Love as an Open‑Ended Quest

The novel begins as a romantic cliché. Lydia swims naked and in love 
under the summer sun.34 Her father, an artist, paints the idyll. She has 
fallen for Arvid, but as a middle‑class daughter, she must play her passive 
part: “I wonder whether he loves me? Yes, of course he does. But does 
he really love me—really?”35 She meows to great him; they meet “in a 
long kiss.” Lydia desires to merge with her counterpart: “Do you think, 
Arvid, that you and I could someday make a little world for ourselves?” 
He would be the breadwinner and she the homemaker, a whole from com‑
plementary parts.

As the story begins, Arvid is the one hesitant to accept the romantic 
recipe for a good life. In line with the modern ethos,36 he wants “a chance 
to do something worthwhile.” He uses living in a narrow valley, blocked 
from the sun and wider world, as a metaphor for being trapped in the 
“little world.” He is, however, aware of no alternatives, so he acquiesces 
to Lydia’s request, but in words only: “I suppose we could try.” Söder‑
berg lets Lydia be the viewpoint character in this opening, then never 
returns to her perspective. We only observe her transformation into New 
Woman through Arvid whose love often blinds him to her challenges and 
needs. This makes Lydia a mystery that drives reader engagement. Con‑
temporaries would understand her romantic starting point. But why a 
woman so deeply in love would have sex with other men—and use these 
affairs in a game of power with her beloved—required moral imagina‑
tion. Her behavior is key to understanding confluent love, both for read‑
ers and Arvid. Without the New Woman’s example, men would remain 
confined.

When Arvid takes over as viewpoint character, readers gain insight 
into the less romantic world of the era’s men. Women could more easily 
delude themselves into thinking that a man and a woman were meant for 
each other, while men had to compete and seduce.37 Not only Arvid, but 
also the two other men who spent the evening in Lydia’s company are in 
love with her. Being assigned the active role in the romantic game, men 
must understand and master its dynamics. The New Woman disrupts 
this regime. The newspaper editor who mentors Arvid warns him: “Be 
careful! In the old days it was the man who went looking for a woman. 
That’s old fashioned; now it’s the woman who goes looking for a man. 
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And she’ll stop at nothing!” The manner in which Arvid lost his virginity 
attests to the era’s confusing mores. A young widow would have sex with 
him and half a dozen of his friends. She “simply did what was good for 
its own sake,” but romantic ideology posited that women had no sexual 
desires outside of marriage. To avoid being accused of having an unnatu‑
ral libido, the widow asked payment for sex, “mostly for the sake of 
form and decency.” She had offered generous credit, as Arvid still owed 
her for 21 copulations.

Söderberg proposes that, when our mating morality needs updating, lit‑
erature has a particular role to play. Referencing a fictional counterpart 
of his own literary work, he lets a character express that novels should be 
immoral. Living transgressively, searching for new truths, is the life of a 
writer, as their communities forgive them “just about anything. Nobody 
knows why, really, but that’s the way it is. Writers are considered to be 
less responsible.” Arvid, however, is “a human being and a man—not a 
writer!” He is unable to reconcile his modern desires with the romantic 
regime. He therefore regresses to companionate love, which he refers to 
as “Lutheran.” After learning of Lydia’s engagement to a rich old man, 
he lets his sex partner Dagmar lure him into marriage. She represents the 
ideology that had conceptualized spouses as partners in the business of 
raising children and “running the farm.”38 Söderberg relativizes mating 
moralities, emphasizing how “Arvid and Dagmar Stjärnblom lived a very 
happy life together.” Their childrearing years testify to the diversity of the 
human experience, as not everyone needs strong emotions to appreciate a 
marriage.

Arvid’s existential calm is disturbed when he encounters Lydia at the 
opera. The meeting rekindles his former aspirations, which I interpret to 
be a mix of romantic and confluent ideals. Lydia had given him a draw‑
ing with the text: “I want to go away, oh so far, far away.” He had kept 
this drawing on him but quit doing so after settling for Dagmar. Going 
away to find yourself is part of the confluent ethos, which Lydia had 
moved toward after her father’s death forced her to take action—in spite 
of her being a woman. She offered herself to Arvid, but he had practi‑
cal reservations. His rejection triggered Lydia’s first ideological crisis, 
making her transition in the direction of confluent love. She chose a 
loveless marriage because she wanted financial security and a child for 
self‑realization.

Arvid’s ethos is a mix of ideologies, as he still ties self‑realization to 
acquiring Lydia as his eternal beloved. He wants to conquer the world but 
as part of a romantic dyad, so he begins carrying her drawing again. Lydia 
has already let go of the romantic utopia but tells Arvid that “it would be 
too much for me to go through life without ever having been yours!” For 
her current self, “being his” needs not include more than experiencing him 
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sexually. She has surrendered the romantic beliefs of her youth—but at a 
cost. She no longer identifies with what she wrote to Arvid about going 
away:

I’d like to change that line now. I’d like it to say: “I want to go home, 
I want to go home, to my real home!” But I simply don’t know where 
that is. I don’t know where I belong. I feel as though I am lost. I have 
sold my soul. The temptation wasn’t that small: he took me to the top of 
the mountain and showed me the whole world! So I became a rich man’s 
poor ornamental wife. Now I know that the words of that song tell the 
truth: “many years must mend what in a moment broke.”

The metanarrative of romantic love had offered her a clearly defined out‑
come: love, lifelong monogamy, and reproduction. Confluent love offers 
an open‑ended quest. Over the next few years, Lydia mends what broke by 
putting into practice confluent ideals and sharing her sexuality with one 
man after another. Söderberg offers a symbol for how confluent love could 
compensate for the loss of the romantic utopia’s one big love. Modern 
science had created ruby amalgamate, “too cheap to be a ruby and too 
expensive for a piece of glass,” which Arvid buys for Dagmar. She asks if 
the stone is an imitation. Arvid explains that chemists “amalgamate a lot 
of very small rubies, so small that they have no value as they are,” into 
something he cannot tell apart from real, large rubies. The gem signifies 
passion, protection, and wealth, what marriages ideally should provide. 
Confluent love’s serial monogamy and opportunistic copulations could 
perhaps, in their amalgamation through memory, offer something similar. 
Lydia arrives at this conclusion after leaving her husband.

Lydia lives as a single woman in Stockholm, financially provided for by 
her ex‑spouse. Having finally earned her independence, Lydia no longer 
wants to merge with her great love. She tests Arvid’s possessiveness by 
copulating with his young colleague. When this makes Arvid throw up and 
respond with insults, Lydia understands that he is unable to free himself 
from the double standard. If he can have sex with his wife, why should not 
she have lovers? She has updated her morals, but the man she loves has 
done so only partly. Arvid is unable to understand in which ways Lydia 
has changed and what her needs are. He begins thinking of her as a lustful 
femme fatal who would be unable to live up to his romantic ideals. She has 
become someone “who seduces man after man, never settling down until 
old age or death brings the supply to an end.” His thinking is similarly 
confined by their era’s gender ideals as hers had been before her father’s 
death. As the final part of the novel begins, Lydia tells him, “I will never 
marry again . . . Once is enough. More than enough!”
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The Special Relationship

With this declaration, the descendant of Ibsen’s Nora rejects what most 
authors of the Modern Breakthrough had hoped was possible, a “true 
marriage.” Holmbäck finds Söderberg’s pessimistic philosophy of love 
to be part of his naturalistic romanticism, a term coined by Tigerstedt.39 
Not only do exclusive pair‑bonds fail to offer a satisfying foundation for 
pair‑bonding, but also open ones fail. The dream of “free love” is punc‑
tured, writes Mazzarella.40 Holmberg concludes, “Marriage does not 
guarantee togetherness for men and women, but Söderberg sees no solu‑
tion in the free bond either.”41 Today, this may not seem as that bold of 
a claim. Confluent ideology has made us internalize that we will not be 
made whole by our partner and that partners tend to come and go. Cul‑
tural avant‑gardes, such as those of the Modern Breakthrough, had hoped 
that “free love” could underpin “true marriage,” thus achieving something 
similar to what the romantic utopia had aspired for. Confluent ideology 
was underpinned by the realization that Lydia, and later Arvid, arrived at: 
that mating does not offer such transcendent outcomes, at least not in the 
long run.

Dagmar clings to her companionate utopia, even after learning of 
Arvid’s adultery. All she wants is a pragmatic relationship in which she 
can continue as a housewife. “There is an end to everything,” says Arvid 
as he leaves her and their two daughters. The younger generation seems 
to have sided with Arvid. Lydia’s most recent lover is fully on board with 
serial relationships. After half a year as Lydia’s secret lover, he tells Arvid, 
“It’s just about over . . . One has to be careful not to get trapped! One has 
to live a little first, at least!” When Arvid shares this exchange with Lydia, 
she is mostly offended by the young man having used the term “relation‑
ship” to describe their fling. Critics agree that Lydia still loves Arvid and 
that she means it when she now offers to marry him if he divorces his wife. 
She only does so because Arvid has decided to leave her. This is Lydia’s last 
moment of hesitancy with regard to confluent ideals. When Arvid will nei‑
ther marry her, nor invite her to travel, due solely to her sexual infidelity, 
“She avoided his eyes. He stood there silent for a long time. ‘Well then,’ 
she said finally, as if to herself, ‘I suppose I don’t have anything to save 
myself for. . .’”

She had said the same when Arvid rejected marriage after her father’s 
death. That time, she began her journey toward confluent beliefs. This 
time, she completes it. The next time he hears from her, she writes of her 
fling, “I love him—have never loved so much!” Critics propose that Lydia 
writes this to spite Arvid, as revenge for him rejecting her marriage pro‑
posal.42 From a psychological perspective, this may be the case. But her 
emotional commitment to her lover—if we accept this as genuine—has 
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ideological implications that are more profound. Sociologist Anthony Gid‑
dens writes,

Confluent love is active, contingent love, and therefore jars with the 
“for‑ever,” “one‑and‑only” qualities of the romantic love complex. The 
“separating and divorcing society” of today here appears as an effect of 
the emergence of confluent love rather than its cause. The more conflu‑
ent love becomes consolidated as a real possibility, the more the finding 
of a “special person” recedes and the more it is the “special relation‑
ship” that counts.43

Having left her special person behind, Lydia embraces her fling as the 
person who will offer her fulfillment in the present. Nothing in her final 
meeting with Arvid suggests that she is not genuinely committed to her 
new lover. She had told Arvid that after ending an earlier one‑year affair, 
when she reencountered her lover, she “couldn’t believe that I had loved 
him once upon a time.” As The Serious Game ends, Arvid imagines her 
telling her new lover that, after saying farewell to Arvid at the train sta‑
tion, she “couldn’t understand at all why I had loved him once upon a 
time.”

This is the confluent attitude Arvid must adopt. Doing so will require 
emotional reprogramming through experience, perhaps provided by his 
travels. Simply deciding to change suffices not, as illustrated by how, when 
Lydia shows up at the train station, his thoughts immediately regress: “For 
a few millionths of a second the insane idea flew through his brain that she 
wanted to come with him—now and forever.” Had not Lydia’s painful, 
protracted experiences allowed her to become so firm in her beliefs and let 
these guide her actions, it seems unlikely that Arvid, now that his jealousy 
had calmed, could have resisted his romantic programming. Alone on the 
train, he commits to his transformation:

I do want to see if a wider world exists—a world ‘outside Verona.’  
I seem to remember that I once had the feeling that it did. . . But  
perhaps I have been confined too long inside Mount Venus to be able to 
survive in that world.

Söderberg’s romance ends on a confluent note: “. . .And the train rolled 
on. . .”

Four Adaptations

To where this train of confluence was headed was at first obvious: 
looser marital bonds. A new understanding of men and women not as 
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complementary but autonomous individuals informed Scandinavia’s pio‑
neering marriage equality acts that were negotiated in the 1910s. Decades 
before the large European nations, this progressive outpost ended men’s 
legal power over spouses. Viewing the marital pair‑bond as a conditional 
union of cooperating individuals underpinned no‑fault divorce, equal 
property distribution, and shared responsibility for family support. In this 
modified dual breadwinner model, women’s unpaid domestic labor was 
recognized as support.44

In the 1920s, sexuality became more important within the still‑hegemonic 
romantic regime. One reason for referring to Lydia as a proto‑New 
Woman, which some critics do, is The Serious Game’s lack of emphasis 
on great reciprocal sex. Uncommitted copulation empowers Lydia, but 
Söderberg always cuts from pre‑ to postcopulation. Readers do not get 
to witness how orgasms cement love bonds. This new ideological tenet 
would be known as the pleasure principle.45 If a pair‑bond was to last, 
people increasingly expected it to offer great sex for both parties. A marital 
advice expert claimed that “every case of divorce had for its basis lack of 
sexual satisfaction.”46 Since the Second Sexual Revolution, the patriarchy 
had gradually been declawed47; now, good sex was the glue that should 
hold marriages together.

At the dawn of the post‑World War II era, writer–director Rune Carlsten 
retold The Serious Game (Den allvarsamma leken, 1945) with remarkable 
fidelity yet a telling change in perspective. Much dialog is lifted right off 
the novel’s pages, but the adaptation attests to a cultural transformation 
regarding female equality. The novel had been Arvid’s story, seen from his 
perspective, except for the first pages. Carlsten’s love story gives similar 
attention to both parties. Lydia’s (Viveca Lindfors) behavior is no more 
mysterious than Arvid’s (Olof Widgren). She is not a threatening New 
Woman about to undermine Western civilization, but an individual who 
attests to the diverse ways through which women can live out their love 
and sexuality. She commits to confluent love on the train station when she 
declares of her new lover, “I love him, have never loved so much.” This 
is portrayed as a moral triumph. She radiates like a person who finally 
has found her true self. Arvid caresses her hand, supporting her break‑
through with a sympathetic smile. Carlsten’s only significant plot change 
is the ensuing resolution scene. Dagmar (Eva Dahlbeck) tells their daugh‑
ters, “He’s coming back. I know he’s coming back.” Söderberg’s subversive 
novel had portrayed Lydia as the vanguard of a new mating regime. The 
1945 adaptation offers hope for family reunification. The film ends with 
Carlsten making actual what Arvid had only fantasized of in the novel, 
that Lydia tells her new love, “I couldn’t understand at all that I had ever 
loved him.”48 Three decades after the novel, Carlsten tells us that women 
can be both ways: wanting a traditional marriage or moving on.



170  Consequences of Confluent Love

The Third Sexual Revolution began with men’s conformity revolt against 
the breadwinner role. With Playboy (1953–), Hugh Hefner promoted the 
ideal that men should be able to enjoy women’s sexuality without emo‑
tional or financial obligations.49 This movement culminated with the femi‑
nist revolt of 1968.50 Radical activists of the late 1960s and early 1970s 
demanded “free love” and drastic changes to male–female relationships. 
Good sex was no longer only a means for cementing romantic bonds but 
had intrinsic, existential value. In For Lydia, the protagonist protests this 
sexual emphasis. Sundström retells the story through Lydia’s perspective 
to argue against Arvid’s double standard but also to engage how conflu‑
ent freedoms result in new harm against women. Sundström stages Lydia’s 
first affair in a manner which portrays “free love” to primarily benefit 
high‑value men who are incentivized to emotionally deceive their lov‑
ers. When Lydia meets Jan—a capable player on the short‑term mating 
market—she is immediately attracted, so much so that it challenges her 
mating beliefs. She had not thought it possible to feel so strong lust for 
someone she had not known for a considerable length of time.

Romantic ideology had portrayed our attraction system as unified. As 
a result of hominin evolution—which we covered in the Introduction 
chapter—it is illuminating to conceptualize humans as having two attrac‑
tion systems, which Helen Fisher refers to as “lust” and “love.”51 The for‑
mer is the older system, which under early hominins’ promiscuous regime 
motivated females to primarily breed with the most attractive males. Hom‑
inin pair‑bonding required a love system, which typically takes longer to 
engage but is less discriminatory, as it can motivate copulation also with 
lower‑value males.52 Becoming the target of a high‑value man’s seduction 
efforts, Lydia’s lust system triggers immediate attraction. Confluent love 
promotes that she should give in to such desires, but the ideology lacked 
cultural scripts conveying that high‑value men typically would only want 
lower‑value women for copulation but not pair‑bonding.53 Even today, our 
mating regime fails to convey the reality of these promiscuous mechanisms 
to many women, an information failure that informs the phenomenon of 
female insings (involuntary singles), which I explore in Chapter 10.

Sundström stages these market dynamics by letting Jan be a charming 
medical student with great social skills, who also is “handsome, tall, and 
well‑proportioned, almost too well‑proportioned she would have said, if 
something like that was possible.”54 Lydia is confused by her era’s regime 
of individual choice, in which most women now have practically unlim‑
ited access to casual sex with high‑value men. She eventually does what 
courtly love had posited as crucial: to solicit a sign of credible commit‑
ment. Unlike Ísönd, she is in no position to ask her courter to kill a dragon 
to prove his love. Timidly, Lydia asks Jan if he believes in the two of them. 
He brushes away her query with clever philosophy. She wants “some sort 
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of continuation,” but as an attractive male facing a high supply of female 
sexuality, Jan is not incentivized to commit. He is not honest about his 
short‑term intentions until he breaks off their relation. Emotionally hurt, 
Lydia demands to know if he loves her. “Yes, I love women,” he answers, 
“Monogamous I am not.”55

Söderberg had staged similar dynamics, but in a different environment. 
In the early 1900s, promiscuous women could suffer greater reputational 
damage. Men faced a greater risk of making their lover pregnant. The 
young Arvid committed to a deep moral change in the aftermath of hav‑
ing impregnated a working‑class girl. Having to pay for the child’s upkeep 
taught him a lesson: “After that incident he had resolved that never ever, 
without exception, would he again seduce a ‘poor’ girl.” Söderberg por‑
trays how the sexual impulses of attractive men are restrained by social 
and biological checks and balances. Such constraints were greatly weak‑
ened in the 1960s. Sundström found the resulting mating market to be a 
poor fit for most women. In For Lydia, she writes that journalists portray 
her era’s New Woman as being as obsessed as men are with having many 
sex partners and transgressive sexual experiences. The emotional require‑
ments of confluent love, notes Lydia, comprise “a too demanding balanc‑
ing act, a feat of equilibrium for the most capable, to applaud if they really 
succeed, but for us regular amateurs?”56 Sundström wrote in a magazine 
that she did not want to promote women’s erotic liberation, not “in today’s 
situation when ‘equality’ in this domain entails that even for women the 
goal should be to ‘conquer’ as many as possible.”57

The journey toward confluent love was one of both behavioral and psy‑
chological adaptation. Writer–director Anja Breien’s 1977 film offers an 
artistically masterful exploration of the existential challenges inherent in 
the new mating morality. The 1945 adaptation had focused on the mecha‑
nisms of forging a relationship, the external forces that prevented this, and 
the social consequences of illicit love. Breien lets the interiority of Arvid 
(Stefan Ekman) and Lydia (Lil Terselius) take center stage. Their longing 
for each other is portrayed as a more narcissistic, anxiety‑ridden search for 
self‑realization. Their relationship being special appears mostly apparent 
to them. Breien emphasizes the individualistic, nonsocial aspects of their 
bond by letting the couple be alone in an extraordinary number of scenes. 
The pleasure principle is given attention through sex scenes with nudity 
and passion. When they bid farewell at the train station, they are still ten‑
der toward each other. Lydia says nothing about loving the man from her 
most recent affair. Audiences are given the impression that, although Arvid 
and Lydia have a special relationship, individuals must eventually break 
up and move on.

In the 1970s and 1980s, the confluent journey took a new turn. The 
modern marriage pattern unraveled. Westerners married later, divorced 
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a lot more, remarried a lot less, premarriage sex became the norm, and 
the sex division of labor was greatly reduced. People to a greater extent 
embraced contingent love and individualistic fulfillment, not familial duty. 
Holmbäck interprets Söderberg to have envisioned how the outcome of 
such an ethos will be “resignation and incurable loneliness.”58 Those emo‑
tions involve suffering for the individual, but modern decoupling also 
results in a less stable frame for childrearing.

The 2016  adaptation by writer Lone Scherfig and director Pernilla 
August turns Lydia’s relationship to her daughter into the film’s emotional 
spine. In Söderberg’s novel, giving up her daughter was the price Lydia 
paid for independence, similar to the burden imposed on Ibsen’s Nora. In 
1973, Sundström had let Lydia give up her daughter more easily. In the 
parallel novel, Lydia justifies the fact that her child does not like visiting 
her: “A good mother is happy when her child can do without her. Is she 
not?”59 August lets her adaptation’s midpoint be Lydia swearing to her 
daughter that they will meet again. The film ends with the two reuniting 
at the train station. When they run into Arvid, Lydia refers to him merely 
as an old acquaintance. As her daughter pulls her away, Lydia is not even 
glancing back at Arvid, her former beloved. August’s twenty‑first‑century 
insight seems to be that romantic relationships mostly fall apart. This is no 
longer the mystery it was in 1912. Yet such unions still fulfill their ultimate 
function: reproduction. Good mothers should therefore focus their love on 
the children they produce, not the men they leave behind. August’s moral 
upgrading of women is reflected in how the film’s men are made far more 
villainous, while its female characters are portrayed more as hapless vic‑
tims.60 In the romantic world of Söderberg’s era, an independent woman 
was a threatening femme fatale. In August’s confluent Sweden, men stand 
in the way of the more lasting love that women have for their children.

The Market Logic of Intimacy

Söderberg did not support such an evolution of confluent love, one of 
decoupling and familial estrangement. Holmbäck reads his oeuvre to side 
with long‑term, monogamous relationships being the preferable frame for 
mating. His sensualism made some critics interpret him to support liber‑
tine love, but Holmbäck rejects this, as Söderberg mostly argues for cou‑
ples’ right to copulate without being married.61 Moreover, The Serious 
Game conveys how the modern ethos encourages individuals to find their 
core identity outside of romantic relationships. The cost is likely to be an 
increased sense of loneliness, but the benefits are autonomy and authentic‑
ity. Whether this is the optimal strategy is left an open question.

Söderberg conceptualized this process of emancipation to be led by 
women. Mazzarella reads The Serious Game to be about the Western 
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woman’s awakening need for autonomy, more so than what Söderberg 
himself may have understood. The story’s main theme, she finds, is the 
tradeoff between our needs for intimacy and freedom.62 Paradoxically, the 
novel’s women, who have less freedom, show far greater agency in shap‑
ing their lives. As they find the romantic regime unworkable, they need 
different tenets to guide their mating behavior. Confluent love’s emphasis 
on autonomy, equality, and self‑realization is a better fit for women who 
desire more from life than being a housewife. What type of intimacy such 
ideology promotes is less clear. Söderberg sides with the romantic utopia 
not being possible, as individuals cannot merge into a greater whole. He is 
less clear about what the best alternative may be; to seek an answer to this 
question, Arvid must leave his old world behind.

Magdalena Wasilewska‑Chmura argues that For Lydia goes further, 
revealing that love is a myth.63 In this ideological regard, Sundström’s 
parallel novel is a fitting sequel, although I find the same theme, more 
subtly conveyed, also in Söderberg’s version. The Serious Game is inno‑
vative in that it stages all ideologies of love as being relative; there is no 
truth, or solid foundation, that could ensure a harmony of the sexes.64 
Our emotions evolved for pair‑bonds of a much shorter duration than 
what is optimal in the modern environment. Mating moralities must 
bridge the gap. Once we understand these ideologies as relative or place 
greater emphasis on individual concerns, people will be less motivated 
to incur reproductive costs. Being afforded greater agency will also moti‑
vate more women to pursue higher‑value men, a strategy that results 
in promiscuity to the detriment of pair‑bonding and reproduction.65 
Beneath ideology is a biological reality that strongly influences our mat‑
ing behavior; this I view as the core tenet of Söderberg’s naturalistic 
romanticism. The Ibsenian doll’s house was an ideological construction 
that had motivated middle‑class couples to remain confined within a 
cage optimized for reproduction. The Serious Game stages how also 
men must break out of this cage if they are to live up to the modern 
ideals of individualism and freedom. Again, whether this is the optimal 
strategy, Söderberg leaves an open question, as his proto‑modernist lit‑
erature is mostly exploratory.

How confluent love promotes convenience, self‑realization, and reward 
makes our era’s high levels of singledom and promiscuity—and impend‑
ing demographic collapse—somewhat predictable. After the contraceptive 
pill of the 1960s, self‑realization through sex was largely disconnected 
from reproduction. For Lydia spells out how, if we reject the myth of love, 
what remains is sexual freedom. This reduces our mating ideology, writes 
Wasilewska‑Chmura, to a practical question of having someone with whom 
to copulate.66 Not thinking that a certain man and woman are meant for 
each other, and embracing that love should be contingent, legitimized a 
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more overt application of market logic to intimate relationships—precisely 
what Ludvig Holberg had warned against more than two centuries ear‑
lier. Humans have always considered each other’s mate value—and made 
cynical calculations with regard to copulation and pair‑bonding—but mat‑
ing moralities often compelled them to also incorporate compassion and 
consider social consequences. Courtly love promoted courtesy and fidel‑
ity. Companionate love put family and community ahead of individual 
concerns. Romantic love extolled high‑value men but restricted them to 
having only one mate. Confluent love did for mating markets what neolib‑
eralism did for financial markets; unbridled individualism was assumed to 
aggregate to a societal good.

Sofi Oksanen makes no such assumptions in Baby Jane (2005). This 
queer novel heads straight for the jugular of modern mating. It portrays 
how our era’s increasing marketization and exploitation of intimacy can 
turn sex and relationships into misanthropic practices that cause wide‑
spread harm. The novel’s ideology of queer love functions as a cultural 
dissolvent that undermines the tenets of confluent love. Its lesbian protago‑
nist couple dehumanize heterosexual men to exploit them economically 
in a manner that appears somewhat justified; from a queer perspective, it 
appears perhaps even heroic. I read Oksanen not as promoting female or 
queer supremacism but as trying to open up people’s eyes to the shortcom‑
ings of our era’s morality of mating.
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9	 Lesbian Heroic Love
A Queer Dissolution of Confluent 
Love in Baby Jane (2005)

In this study, I have mostly investigated ideologies of love that gained cul‑
tural hegemony. Libertine love was the clearest exception. It played a sub‑
versive role when the EMP burst, but broad population segments did not 
embrace promiscuous mating as a source of superior intoxication. With all 
dominant cultural scripts, such as master‑narratives or mating moralities, 
not everyone needs to buy in. Enough people need to let their behavior be 
informed by hegemonic beliefs or society unravels, but moral communities 
can afford some dissent. In fact, moral renewal is dependent on it. Most 
norm‑breakers simply free‑ride on the cooperative altruism of their com‑
munity, but some spearhead tomorrow’s norms and values. The bohemian 
authors of the Modern Breakthrough illustrated this function. In Baby 
Jane (2005), Sofi Oksanen (1977–) offers counterculture insights from a 
milieu that could be our present‑day bohemians.

As the novel begins, the unnamed protagonist and her fiancée Piki think 
they have cracked the code. Men are pathetic swine who will pay exorbi‑
tant prices for used underwear just to get the whiff of a woman. To avoid 
regular work, all the lesbian couple need to do is talk sultrily to men on the 
phone and sell them whichever ridiculous kink object they desire. Through 
dehumanizing their heterosexual customers, the couple justify economi‑
cally exploiting them in a manner that forms an interesting symmetry with 
antiquity’s heroic love. As I touched on previously, having faced different 
pressures, men evolved to view women more as sex objects and women 
to view most men more as resource providers.1 When the patriarchy 
enjoyed peak power, antiquity’s high‑status men commoditized women as 
sex objects and for other purposes—as I covered in Chapter 1. The First, 
Second, and Third Sexual Revolutions empowered women. In Baby Jane, 
Oksanen stages a matriarchal revenge, a poetically just commoditization 
of men as faceless resource providers. Mercantile and mating markets 
are portrayed as one and the same: the couple use their sexual power to 
profit off men’s desires; and, after Piki breaks up, the protagonist feigns 
love to deceive a man into providing for her. The women see no greater 
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humanity in the men they ensnare, mock, and laugh at than the Vikings 
saw in the women they assaulted. The atrocities and consequences of patri‑
archal oppression were far greater, but what I term lesbian heroic love 
serves a similar function as heroic love had done: to ideologically justify 
using one’s power advantage to exploit members of the other sex.

But what could possibly Oksanen be trying to convey? That it is wom‑
en’s turn to oppress men? That lesbian love is superior to the heterosexual 
variety? This queer love story2—with its occluded political agenda and 
pitch‑dark ending—has confounded critics. Finland’s most accomplished 
living author has been honored for her advocacy for queer communi‑
ties in the Baltic region,3 but only her second of six novels centers on 
same‑sex love. Baby Jane is Oksanen’s most distinct—and perhaps most 
under‑researched—novel. Oksanen’s other works mostly explore the suf‑
fering of Eastern European women under Soviet and post‑Soviet oppres‑
sion. Ebba Witt‑Brattström reads her oeuvre as “a form of literature which 
always sides with women,” downgrading men and condemning their 
evilness toward women.4 The winning formula behind Oksanen’s trans‑
national success, writes David Williams, is her “clean/dirty, innocent/evil 
dichotomy.”5 David Clarke rejects this common interpretation, concluding 
that Oksanen offers “a much more complex and subtle representation of 
victimhood, which challenges such dichotomies.”6 In this chapter, I argue 
that Baby Jane offers a key to Oksanen’s complex understanding of gender, 
mating, and victimhood. She applies a queer perspective on confluent love 
to show how imperative it is that we seek a new morality that can inspire 
more humane mating.

I propose that queer ideology might serve a similar function for the 
upcoming Fourth Sexual Revolution as courtly and libertine love did for 
the First and Second, respectively. All three are metanarratives that under‑
mine hegemonic beliefs without offering viable alternatives. Medieval com‑
moners could no more wander Europe as knights looking for distressed 
maidens than early modern farmers could fornicate like royals. Tellingly, 
I could spend the rest of the book exploring competing understandings of 
what “queer” implies. Such thought is often criticized for not being suf‑
ficiently constructive and denunciating but offering few solutions. Clearly, 
you cannot build a social order on pessimism alone. Theorists like Jack 
Halberstam counter such indictments by arguing that we cannot know 
what is possible before we have removed what is.7 Queer thinking, and 
perhaps all postmodern thought, primarily function to undermine domi‑
nant ideology to make room for what must come next. Baby Jane is writ‑
ten in this tradition.

If my understanding of queer thought is on point, it is intriguing that 
an ideology that arose from gay culture should undermine confluent love. 
There was a strong connection between romantic love and homophobia. 
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Positing that men and women were incomplete individuals, meant to 
become whole through a heterosexual pair‑bond, contributed to how 
nineteenth‑century sexologists and later psychologists viewed homosexual‑
ity as deviance and pathology. Alongside the romantic regime’s post‑World 
War II peak, homophobia also peaked.8 In the Nordic countries, the Third 
Sexual Revolution was an almost entirely heterosexual movement, but it 
provided the ideological foundation for gay equality.

The region’s queer literature—as was common elsewhere, too—had 
used confluent ideals to promote gay rights. In the 1930s, Agnes von 
Krusenstjerna’s novels had portrayed lesbian love as equally beneficial 
as hetero love. She connected queerness to female empowerment and 
undermined romantic ideals by portraying relationships which did not 
unite opposites. In the 1960s, the debate around sexuality turned from 
reproduction to individual freedom and pleasure. With pair‑bonding now 
being more about compatibility, same‑sex love could even be portrayed 
as superior to heterosexuality as a political means for gaining acceptance. 
Annakarin Svedberg’s 1960s literature caricatured men as so abominable 
that lesbian relationships seemed better suited for delivering on confluent 
love’s promise of reward and self‑realization. Jenny Björklund reads Sved‑
berg’s oeuvre to convey that “the only way for women to combine love 
and freedom is lesbianism, where love is based on closeness and equality.”9 
Svedberg also made use of the era’s far‑left politics to smear heterosexual‑
ity, tying such pair‑bonds to material consumption and deceitful facades.

Oksanen, too, portrays heterosexual men as inferior partners and 
lackeys of capitalism but goes further. Baby Jane’s lesbian couple take anti
hetero ideology to the next level to justify economic exploitation. The novel 
adds to the queer tradition the idea that lesbians should have the oppor‑
tunity to be funded by men, as a consequence of men’s inferiority. Such 
supremacism delighted several critics but made the novel’s ending more 
perplexing, as lesbians alone are responsible for the protagonist couple’s 
seemingly tragic demise.

How to Interpret Queer Suicidal Pessimism

Baby Jane takes place in Helsinki in 1995–2002. The young protago‑
nist arrives in the Finnish capital with no lesbian experience. She falls for 
ten‑year‑older Piki, “the city’s coolest lesbian,” who wears and does what 
tough men stereotypically do but better (11).10 Both are diagnosed with 
serious depression. Like most of their friends, they take medication to 
treat mental health issues. Oksanen has said that these issues are meant as 
metaphors for what it is like to be gay in Finland and elsewhere.11 Piki’s 
worsening panic anxiety hinders her from leaving her apartment, except 
for nighttime reveling in queer bars. Feeling that they are unable to have 
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regular jobs, the couple start a phone service through which they sell used 
underwear and other fetish products.

Living the good life from profiting off what they consider to be men’s 
pitiful desires goes well for a couple of years. Piki’s deteriorating mental 
health leads to arguments that end with the protagonist cutting Piki with a 
knife, depriving her of the finger sensitivity that was key to her lovemaking. 
After the breakup, the protagonist deceives a man, Joonatan, into making 
her his stay‑at‑home partner. She plays the part of a nondepressed hetero‑
sexual so that she can avoid work and making decisions: “I whored so that 
I did not have to wonder if I could take any initiative in any context. For 
that would require the impossible” (153). She agrees to help Piki commit 
suicide, but Piki’s controlling ex, Bossa, stages Piki’s death so that the pro‑
tagonist is imprisoned for murder. The novel’s title references how Bossa 
uses Piki’s disability to control her, a relationship similar to that between 
two aging sisters in the film What Ever Happened to Baby Jane (1962).12 
The novel ends with the protagonist telling her story from prison. Socially 
isolated, she finally has the distance she desired from the heterosexuals she 
could not stand, and no one requires her to take initiative.

Critics have been confused by how the story intertwines homosexual‑
ity and feminism with depression and insufficient mental health services. 
Fartein Horgar insists that unless a mental issue is related to being gay, 
readers should not be told of the characters’ sexual orientation. He rejects 
Baby Jane as one‑dimensional meaninglessness.13 Irmelin Johansson finds 
Oksanen’s social criticism to be less biting—and somewhat confusing—
compared to the clearer politics of her other novels.14 Astrid Claeson 
concludes that the novel is too shallow to move her, as a consequence of 
Oksanen’s intellectualizing.15 Other critics are more positive but disagree 
on what the novel’s message is. A common interpretation is that Oksanen 
attacks how Finland, in the neoliberal era, underfunds mental health ser‑
vices.16 Baby Jane’s queer aspects are read as an attack on heteronormativ‑
ity, or even heterosexuality itself, since the protagonist’s relationship to 
Joonatan is described as unnatural and superficial.17 Several critics read 
the couple’s sale of underwear as patriarchal‑capitalist commodification 
of the female body.18 Margareta Wiman accepts Oksanen’s explanation 
of mental issues being a metaphor for gay oppression but therefore rejects 
the story’s dark ending: “What does Sofi Oksanen want us to think? That 
change is impossible? Or necessary. That sacrifices are unavoidable?” 
Wiman concludes that after the feminist tour‑de‑force that was Oksanen’s 
debut novel, Baby Jane feels like a political retreat.19

Applying a queer interpretational metanarrative is,20 in my opinion, key 
to making sense of the story’s suicidal pessimism.21 In queer literature, 
writes Dana Seitler, the suicide plot “performs a fantastic desire to live 
[a different life. It] manifests a particularly queer form of resistance to 



182  Lesbian Heroic Love

the constraining narratives of life itself, one in which death is . . . an aes‑
thetic model of political possibility.”22 Oksanen utilizes such a strategy—
after our era’s implementation of the confluent utopia had revealed its 
shortcomings—to criticize Western mating, which is a quintessentially 
queer practice. Jin Haritaworn writes that the main subject matter for 
queer investigation is the “long globalized, ingredients of the moral panic 
[from] failed heterosexuality,”23 by which I interpret them to mean the 
hegemonic mating morality. Connecting mating to political and economic 
structures is common in this intellectual tradition, as queer theory was a 
response to “the exponential growth of neoliberal capitalism and globali‑
zation.”24 The protagonist’s desire to escape what she terms “all these het‑
eros” is part of a larger criticism for which her devaluation of men can be 
viewed as a thematic means.25 “Only by running away from their class can 
women achieve the social contract (that is, a new one),” writes Monique 
Wittig, “Lesbians are runaways, fugitive slaves.”26

Men thus come to represent the social order itself, making the novel’s 
misandry political in a manner that points beyond gender. Several critics 
find the narrator’s dehumanization of men to be the book’s most entertain‑
ing parts.27 Frank Hansen writes that, in this pitch‑dark story of depres‑
sion, “the only cheerful point of light is Sofi Oksanen’s grim hatred of 
men.”28 Witt‑Brattström finds in this misandry “a pointed critique of het‑
erosexual men’s incomprehensible and ridiculous sexual desires” but adds, 
“This is hardly a flattering portrayal of lesbian love.”29 Through giving 
the narrator‑protagonist free rein in spouting misandric rhetoric and sub‑
ordinating men to women’s needs, Oksanen reveals the moral and practi‑
cal shortcomings of what I refer to as lesbian heroic love, a supremacist 
ideology that ends up predominantly harming its adherents. What begins 
as a way to beat the system turns the protagonist “into a kind of human 
machine that fulfils her male clients’ sexual fantasies.”30

Oksanen’s despondent narrative aligns with queer theory’s post‑2000 
“antisocial turn.”31 In the queer 1990s, critique had often been directed at 
suburban suffocation. An artistic trend was to portray LGB communities 
as pioneers for new family forms and processes of individualization32—a 
socially beneficial vanguard that could help liberate everyone from stale 
heteronormativity and dysfunctional socialites.33 In Baby Jane, urban pro‑
fessionals are no better, and even urban gays can be shallow and despic‑
able. With Nordic gay rights being secured, also the utopia of queer love 
played itself out, as there existed no enlightened vanguard to lead the way. 
Oksanen’s oeuvre gives the impression that our political and capitalist 
structures turn all forms of mating—and sociality in general—into sites 
of exploitation. Some critics place matriarchal hope in her female charac‑
ters, concluding that the author “quite evidently finds that women are the 
bearers of the world men destroy.”34 Clarke, however, reads Oksanen’s 
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break‑through novel Purge (Puhdistus, 2008)—which was astound‑
ingly successful among readers, critics, and prize juries domestically and 
abroad—to go beyond groupthink in terms of victim identification. Her lit‑
erature may caricature Russian men as evil brutes, but she blurs the moral 
lines also for her female characters. Clarke interprets Oksanen to warn 
against founding “political community on a shared experience of suffering 
or persecution which excludes others.”35 A preferable strategy is to create 
solidarities among different kinds of victims in order to transcend bounda‑
ries. Such a system‑focused message of inclusion, I argue, can also be found 
in Baby Jane’s pessimistic portrayal of straight and queer dysfunction.

Oksanen depicts our current social order as what Leanne Simpson terms 
an extraction‑assimilation system.36 After the Third Sexual Revolution, 
queer lifestyles were permitted into the fold, but queer enterprises are, pur‑
portedly, only accepted to the extent that they contribute “toward the pop‑
ulation’s optimization of life.”37 Profiting off desperate heteromen may feel 
like sticking it to the patriarchy, but the modern mating regime depends 
on such transactions to appease marginalized men. Being economically 
exploited by a lesbian couple is a form of life optimization for those with 
no better alternatives. In queer fashion, modernity is portrayed as a system 
in which no one really wins. Reform is not possible, as only rejection can 
motivate deep enough change. How Baby Jane ends with the main charac‑
ters’ death and imprisonment can be read as a triumph, as “queer theorists 
have argued that we must somehow disavow the future if we are to resist 
the normalizing politics of domination that follow in its wake.”38

Relegated to the Sexual Margins

The novel begins on a positive note. Jenny Bergenmar writes that “Piki and 
the narrator become a couple and share a sense that anything is possible 
for them, despite their financial difficulties.”39 Their business idea emerges 
from Piki’s realization of modernity always being short on sex and drugs. 
Piki’s worsening panic anxiety complicates a continuation of her former 
work as an amphetamine dealer, so the women decide to combine their tal‑
ents. Having been a highly successful phone sex operator, Piki has “a divine 
voice. And I have a divine body” (29). They invent 25‑year‑old Susanna. 
She was intended to sell sexualized conversations and faceless photos, but 
“the first customer immediately asked for underwear . . . Now every other 
website sells the same products . . . but we were the first and hit straight 
in the sperm vein” (33). High profits solve their economic problems and 
ameliorate their depressions. They can afford to partake in society’s mate‑
rial pleasures, spending lavishly like heterosexuals.

Their business is portrayed as clever and subversive. The narrator 
conveys that male desires are pitiable and heteromen only deserving of 
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derision. Oksanen uses the women’s callousness for comedic effect, only 
gradually revealing the mutually exploitative nature of their relationship 
to customers. From a capitalist perspective, selling sex‑related services 
to desperate men can be viewed as contributing to market functionality. 
Oksanen has made it a main theme of her oeuvre to reveal the large human 
costs that come with turning sexuality and reproduction into products, 
portraying how participants on such markets are pushed toward the inhu‑
mane. Norma (2015) centers on the sale of black‑market babies. The Dog 
Park (Koirapuisto, 2019) uses egg donation to the fertility industry to 
exemplify how modern markets commoditize the bodies of women who 
seek to escape poverty. Oksanen’s perspective has been on female suffer‑
ing, but always with a focus on the systemic mechanisms that impose roles 
of oppression and victimhood on individuals. In Purge, we are given the 
impression that sex traffickers are evil brutes because that is the behavior 
their role requires. In Oksanen’s portrayal of Eastern European exploita‑
tion, there is little room for individual agency among the oppressors.

I find a similar sympathy—or at least understanding or recognition—in 
Baby Jane, beneath the narrator’s overt supremacism. The women’s inces‑
sant dehumanization of the men they live off pushes the reader to question 
the simplicity of the narrator’s perspective. Why do these men spend so 
much money to be allowed to talk to a woman and to have her send him 
a product she has worn? Is it really because such men are morally infe‑
rior exploiters? Are these interactions best understood as men objectifying 
women? The queer focus has mostly been on the economic and other mar‑
ginalization of gays, women, and other groups of nonheterosexual men. 
Baby Jane can be interpreted to portray that even certain groups of hetero
men are worthy of inclusion in what Clarke termed a community based 
“on a shared experience of suffering.”40

The crude derision of the couple’s customers has the potential to make 
readers think that, for many men, there is an economic price to pay to be 
allowed to engage women with sexual intent. The Third Sexual Revolu‑
tion created a golden age of sexual opportunity for high‑value men but 
relegated an increasing number of men to the sexual margins. Confluent 
love impels everyone, including low‑value men, to think of uncommitted 
sex as an important source of self‑realization. Such glorification of casual 
sex can be a source of great frustration, as a majority of men are mostly 
excluded from short‑term mating—which I return to in Chapter 10. To 
find an outlet for their short‑term desires, low‑value men are relegated 
to commercial markets—what queer theorists might describe as capitalist 
exploitation—for pornography, sex workers, or buying used underwear 
from a woman willing to talk to them on the phone.

Instead of being afforded sympathy, such men suffer a devaluation simi‑
lar to that which befell Norse bachelors—the phenomenon I explored in 
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Chapter 1. Oksanen conveys such antimale attitudes through the couple’s 
interaction with customers. The women never consider this aspect of their 
business, at least not in the narration or dialog. They understand men’s 
sexual desperation as testifying to their inferiority. Through staging cus‑
tomer fetishes as increasingly eccentric, the narrator reduces male sexu‑
ality to an object of ridicule: “After these telephone conversations, Piki 
and I would always sit for a long time, holding around each other and 
laughing” (77).

Sex Objects and Resource Providers

Sanna Karkulehto and Ilmari Leppihalme write that the couple at first find 
the work amusing, mocking customers and faking lust over the phone.41 
The couple see the comical aspect of selling overpriced underwear to con‑
temptible clients. A similar stance toward men marks much of the nar‑
ration in Oksanen’s oeuvre, making Swedes term her literature “feminist 
noir.”42 Life remains good as long as the couple feel that they are generat‑
ing superprofits from male desire. When they interpret the hours on the 
phone and creation of fetish products as them beating the system, their 
outlook is more assimilatory. Piki wants them to have a baby and attempt 
relative normalcy. Within the queer tradition, such an outcome would 
typically not be a triumph.43 Oksanen interrupts this progression toward 
a happy ending of homonationalism, the practice of making homotoler‑
ance a self‑congratulatory part of the national identity.44 She intends not 
to show how Finland has become a queer oasis after the legalization of gay 
civil unions. Instead of having a baby, the couple are burdened by their 
fetish work growing more demanding and their relationship disintegrating.

After bruise marks on the protagonist’s buttocks reveal that she has had 
sex with a man, Piki threatens to break off their engagement. Piki’s hurt 
feelings and hatred toward heterosexual men trigger a cascade of slurs. 
She uses “hetero” as a derogatory term nine times in five lines of text. 
She spouts the most common negative stereotypes regarding heterosexual 
men’s lack of libidinal prowess. The narrator’s affair confirms men’s use‑
lessness. Her sex partner was a terrible lay, he bored her, his penis kept 
falling out, and his dirty talk was incessant and pathetic. She concludes, 
“If I at least had come once. The fucker was convinced that I had already 
come many times—for as long as he had been poking me” (126).

As the couple fight, seemingly over an engagement ring, the protagonist 
cuts Piki’s hand. She had described how Piki’s fingers symbolize their love 
connection: “My body began waiting for Piki to put her fingers in me and 
that they would reach all the way to the bottom of my heart and pull my 
heart into her hand” (16). With nerves cut, Piki can no longer feel her fin‑
gers when they are inside of a woman. She enters into the final stage of her 
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demise. Piki breaks off their romance but continues the work, which turns 
increasingly unbearable. The market for fetish products—which they had 
pioneered—seems to have become more saturated with competition, mov‑
ing power from seller to buyer. Supremacist exploitation of disempowered 
men no longer appears like easy money but as mutually exploitative and 
deceitful market interactions:

Hour after hour, day after day with the same panting. Twenty call  
to ask about the price, and two of them order. I talk and talk and talk 
and listen and listen and listen and they want to talk about the weather 
and reindeer and dicks and the president and the ex‑wife and pussy and 
snow shoveling. And then they get angry when I don’t want to talk to 
them for hours . . . Or they just call again and again and again. They 
treat me like a free trash can and social worker and therapist. After an 
hour’s nagging and fussing, they may order a package. Or they don’t. 
Some just hang up.

(130)

When Piki trains the protagonist so that also she can contribute on the 
phone, she conveys insights into how men and women assign each other 
reductive roles informed by their respective mate preferences. Women play 
their role as sex objects. Men try to live up to being resource providers.45 
Both sides deceive the other, as sexual conflict theory would predict.46 Piki 
warns, “Those who brag that money is not a problem never have them, so 
you don’t need to listen too much to their bullshit . . . Those who advertise 
that they will become repeat customers rarely do” (133). Especially young 
men never admit to finding a price unreasonable. Many are nervous and 
put their honor into making a good impression but lack the experience 
and insights to understand that it works poorly to brag about their looks  
and penis size, which are of little importance for men reduced to being 
resource providers.

Piki conveys these dynamics without sympathy for the men who try to 
fill their assigned role. The men attempt to flirt and make the business 
relation personal. They lie about being on expensive vacations, being sol‑
diers in war, and whatever they think may elevate their perceived mate 
value. Piki mocks “those who think wonderful Susanna right after the first 
conversation wants to move into a one‑bedroom by the ocean in [a small 
town]” (136). She refers to the men as fools. While making sham fetish 
products for their customers, the women “laughed and giggled all night 
through” (137).

As the story progresses, Oksanen shows a keen eye for the deception and 
insecurities that mark modern mating markets. She focuses on a commer‑
cial fringe, but similar mechanisms of exploitation and dishonesty drive 
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other markets, too, also among nonheteros; after all, gays share the same 
mating psychology, just played out on same‑sex markets.47 The protago‑
nist muses that being Piki’s business partner is a more honest relation than 
that between Piki and the women she dates now that she is single: “At 
least I knew where I stood. As opposed to the girl to whom Piki sent text 
messages” (139). Oksanen exposes how the marketization of mating under 
the confluent regime drives a commodification of eroticism and romance 
that alienates people from each other. In this dehumanization, she anchors 
her queer critique. If a potential partner has something you want, why not 
deceive them to fulfill your desire? Informed by our current morality, love 
needs not be a whit different from other market transactions. After Piki 
breaks up with her, the protagonist enters the heterosexual dating market 
with a clear goal and few qualms.

Heterosexual Dating Hell

Joonatan seems oddly ignorant of his new girlfriend’s interior state and 
intentions. She lives with him as a fake heterosexual so that she can take 
long baths as a substitute for lesbian love. In the mornings, she wakes up 
with Joonatan, but when he leaves for work, she goes back to bed, bathes, 
or does little:

I went out in the hallway to kiss his cheek, I was cute and half‑dressed, 
a little as if also I had busy mornings. And when the door shut behind 
him, I ended the morning charade, closed the blinds . . . and sat by the 
kitchen table slowly smoking a cigarette.

(45)

Oksanen describes in detail how her protagonist puts on makeup, the mask 
required to pass as one of the normal ones.48 Her only important task is 
to keep herself looking young and pretty. Several critics find this portrayal 
of male psychology and heterosexual living unconvincing.49 Why would 
Joonatan be content just with having a pretty woman sitting in his apart‑
ment smoking all day? Anne Straume emphasizes that we cannot trust the 
narrator.50 The heterosexual dystopia she conveys is her subjective impres‑
sion. I propose that Oksanen, in this part of the book, lets the protago‑
nist play out her supremacist ideology, her lesbian heroic love, which she 
adheres to even more strongly after losing Piki. Doubling down on their 
ideals—their hatred and deceit of men—is the protagonist’s connection to 
the woman she still loves.

The narrator keeps hammering in the point that men and women lack 
compatibility and that only women can truly be right for each other—similar 
to what Svedberg’s novels argued in the 1960s. The breadwinner‑housewife 
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model ties their relationship to the outdated ideology of romantic love in 
a manner that makes their heterosexual pair‑bond appear vastly inferior. 
Joonatan is portrayed to have no interest in real intimacy, just shallow sex 
that is utterly unsatisfying to a woman. The narrator is convinced that only 
another woman can properly embrace and caress her. Almost everything is 
wrong with Joonatan, except his ability to provide. The protagonist por‑
trays heterosexual mating as inhumane, symbolically expressed through 
how its markets consist of interchangeable bodies and faces. As if they lack 
a proper soul, all men and women on these markets look, smell, and sound 
the same to her:

If everyone was one and the same, I had no reason to exchange [Joonatan] 
with someone else. It would require enormous bother. Work. To go out, 
and even more hetero hell. To keep in touch. Calling and dating. To tell 
about myself. Conversations. Endless work. And the end result would 
be entirely the same. And if not the same, then just as meaningful. Just 
as meaningless.

(59)

The protagonist perceives her dark worldview to be motivated by her 
persisting love for Piki. I interpret Piki to symbolize queer pessimism for 
the viability of the current social order. In Finnish, the name references 
“blackness.”51 In the novel’s final part, both women get to realize their 
dark desires. When critics complain that the story ends too depressingly, 
they do not consider the queer nature of Baby Jane’s critique. The fact 
that the protagonist wants to escape people and having to take initiative 
makes prison preferable to heteroassimilation. Piki appears to be meant 
to die, as she symbolizes the impossibility of a solution.52 From this 
perspective, Baby Jane ends in moral triumph. The former couple get to 
live up to the ideals of their ideology, as they accept the consequences of 
how they perceive the world to be. Within their moral universe, dying 
and social isolation are sane responses to modern madness. To offer 
readers additional insights into this logic, Oksanen makes the women’s 
ideology of lesbian heroic love even darker as she builds toward Piki’s 
suicide.

The protagonist concludes that all men could be pathetic fetish custom‑
ers. Learning that one of Joonatan’s friends had been a client, one who 
always ordered red underwear with sperm, she loses her ability to dis‑
tinguish between types of men. Joonatan refers to this friend as “entirely 
normal.” The protagonist rummages through Joonatan’s apartment look‑
ing for fetish products, dreading to learn that also he had been a client: 
“Any man who came my way could be one. I did not like the thought.” 
The idea of her heteropartner having masturbated while listening to Piki’s 
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voice “was ridiculous and depressing, but so grotesque that I could not for‑
get it.” She begins crying after sex. The narrator shares that she can only 
copulate with Joonatan if she uses lubrication, which she does without him 
noticing: “I whored because Joonatan took care of everything. And I did 
not have to do more than take him in my mouth sufficiently often, and 
neither with this did he expect me to take the initiative” (151–3).

Piki refers to Joonatan as “the government” (155). The moniker sup‑
ports my interpretation of men representing the social order within the 
women’s queer metanarrative. Piki has quit her medication, but the world 
looks the same. She has stopped going to bars and no longer desires new 
partners. More than anything, she and the protagonist feel “so unspeak‑
ably tired” (165). Oksanen juxtaposes Piki’s journey toward nonexistence 
with the protagonist’s middle‑class suffocation, using a meal as a metaphor:

The quail was breaded with almonds and saffron. The bones were so 
small and there were so many of them that it was difficult to eat, and all 
the time it felt as if I had fishbones in my throat.

(174)

Piki begins a weeks‑long countdown to her suicide. How this process ends 
leaves no illusions to cling to for those who had hoped that queer love and 
lifestyles could be an alternative to heterosexual dysfunction.

Bossa, to whom Piki had a one‑year relationship prior to meeting the 
protagonist, seems to murder Piki as Piki is about to kill herself. Through‑
out the novel, Bossa has grocery‑shopped, done laundry, and run the 
errands that Piki’s panic anxiety disincentivizes her from doing. Bossa does 
this to control her ex. She starves Piki toward the end, deliberately not 
dropping off the food on which she depends. This is not Bossa’s first anti‑
social behavior, as she had pulled one of Piki’s former girlfriends along the 
asphalt by her hair. Oksanen portrays several queer characters in unflat‑
tering manners, conveying that the dysfunction she criticizes is primarily 
human, not hetero. Out of what we can assume is jealousy, Bossa arranges 
her murder of Piki so that the protagonist gets convicted for it. Clearly, 
these women are no moral vanguard.

Oksanen offers no hope, only critique. The queer vanguard may be 
enlightened in terms of understanding what is wrong with society, but their 
outlook is better understood as endarkened. Piki embodies this endarken‑
ment, to which her name attests. The panic anxiety that had hindered her 
from leaving her apartment can be read as her—“the city’s coolest les‑
bian” (11)—having internalized the unviability of submitting to hegem‑
onic morality. The fact that her anxiety had not hindered her from being a 
social butterfly in queer bars supports my interpretation. After seven years 
as Piki’s protégé, the protagonist has internalized her pessimism. As the 
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novel ends, her desire is not to get out of her depression but to let it fill her 
completely, as she wants to be endarkened like Piki. Being locked up and 
isolated fulfills this desire: “Now also I am in prison. A bit different than 
yours, but a prison nonetheless. Maybe I will soon understand. Maybe 
I will become closer to you than I ever have been” (189).

A $6000‑a‑Year Tinder Tax

With this ending, the heroic lesbians end up dead or in prison. The het‑
erosexuals still reproduce and eat quail. Critics were confused; several 
deemed Baby Jane to be Oksanen’s weakest work. What point was she 
trying to make? To me, her queer indictment appears all‑encompassing. 
Oksanen attacks central aspects of modernity through staging how mar‑
ket logic has invaded even our most intimate spheres, making us dehu‑
manize each other. The narrator’s hatred of men and heterosexuality 
should be understood in this context. From an evolutionary perspective, 
the author aims well. How societies organize mating is the foundation 
upon which everything else rests. Queer theory and the evolutionary sci‑
ences are rarely thought of as congruent, but how the queer field cent‑
ers on “failed heterosexuality”53 speaks to a deep understanding of the 
importance of mating for how we structure our societies. If our grievance 
is with aspects of modernity, philosophical combat is not irrelevant, but 
such thinking is but the upper floor of a building whose foundation is our 
mating practices.

Oksanen’s intention seems to be to undermine her readers’ faith in the 
naturalness of confluent ideals, especially those that drive the marketi‑
zation of mating. Tightening the screw of competition harms everyone 
but those at the top. Women may be objectified, but most men are not 
patriarchal beneficiaries of today’s regime. In Chapter 1, I made the same 
point with regard to elites and regular Norsemen, as men are hardly to 
blame for anything. With strong stratification, a growing number of men 
are marginalized. In 2023, Tinder launched a new premium membership 
for $6000 a year.54 Such fees are another tax on men trying to keep up 
with increasing competition. How much harder should we ask men to 
compete? How much resources should men and women have to allocate 
to find someone with whom to pair‑bond? For individuals, it may make 
sense to keep raising the stakes in order to keep up; after all, mating is 
a central part of life. For societies, sexual competition quickly becomes 
maladaptive;55 we gain little from making it harder to form relationships; 
quite the contrary—we become more miserable and give up.56 We did not 
evolve to be assiduous partner seekers, as Homo parents used to arrange 
our relationships.57
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Baby Jane insightfully conveys how also men suffer. My reading aligns 
with Clarke’s understanding of Oksanen offering a “complex and sub‑
tle representation of victimhood.”58 Her oeuvre is full of cliches, writes 
Anna Mrozewicz, but she uses these “in order to challenge them in a 
subversive fashion.”59 When Baby Jane’s narrator portrays heterosexual 
men as subhuman, this at first entertains—at least several critics con‑
cluded as much. As the story progresses, readers gain deeper insights 
into the mutually exploitative relationship between buyers and sellers on 
commercial sex markets. Oksanen’s critique is not directed at individual 
men but at the structures that pressure the sexes into dehumanizing each 
other.

What I term lesbian heroic love is not offered as a replacement for con‑
fluent love but as an attitude that illuminates dysfunction. Oksanen does 
not encourage women to be supremacists who live off the desires of men. 
Unlike some earlier queer authors, such as Svedberg,60 Oksanen argues not 
that same‑sex relationships are superior for living up to confluent ideals. 
She portrays how both straight and gay suffer under the current regime. 
What the solution could be she does not even engage, as that is not the 
queer approach. I draw from Baby Jane what Clarke did from Purge, that 
Oksanen warns against forming community around shared victimhood in 
a manner that excludes others. Piki and the protagonist did this to their 
own detriment, ending up so alienated from—and despising—the gen‑
eral population that their own death and imprisonment felt like a moral 
triumph. Baby Jane shows how hegemonic morality harms everyone. To 
move toward a new morality, solidarity between groups is offered as a 
better strategy than to invert supremacist structures so that they form sym‑
metries with oppressions of the past.

Whether men or women are more victimized by modern mating is a cen‑
tral question for my final case studies. The TV series Sigurd Can’t Get Laid 
(2020–2022) stages the tribulations of the lowest‑value men, so‑called 
incels (involuntary celibate), who are excluded from short‑ and long‑term 
mating. Such men became infamous in the 2010s after terrorist attacks 
that claimed dozens of lives.61 Amanda Romare portrays another group 
that is marginalized by modern mating to be more deserving of sympathy. 
Half of Malmö Consists of Guys Who Dumped Me (2021) dramatizes the 
plight of involuntary single women, whom I term insings. Tinder and other 
modern mating arenas offer women practically limitless access to dating 
and sex with higher‑value men, but the accumulation of such experiences 
makes it challenging for some women to transition to dating strategies that 
are more likely to lead to pair‑bonding. Sigurd and Half of Malmö offer 
insights into why an increasing number of men and women are opting out 
of short‑ and long‑term mating.
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10	 Incels & Insings
Marginalized Men and Women in 
Sigurd and Half of Malmö (2020s)

In the 2020s, it feels like—at least to many—as if, any day, our world 
could fall apart. We realize that the modern world was built on an ideo‑
logical foundation ill‑suited for central aspects of human nature and cul‑
ture.1 The master‑narrative of liberal humanism convinced cosmopolitan 
elites that all the world’s peoples longed to live in Western‑style democ‑
racies.2 After the Cold War, our social order was to become ubiquitous, 
but, for two decades, democracy has been in decline.3 Westerners, too, 
are losing faith in the story that united their communities, causing their 
nation’s social fiber to dissolve, a process that is most visible in the United 
States. Our mating ideology seems also to have revealed its shortcomings. 
Adhering to confluent love has not been an unmitigated boon. Women and 
men are hardly living their best lives. Many find dating more and more 
dysfunctional and mating less attractive.4 Individual choice feels like the 
only moral option, but individuals are increasingly unable to find someone 
with whom to bond.5 Across the developed world, fertility rates are plum‑
meting, a process that, over the next generations, will dramatically age our 
populations and threaten human well‑being.6 Again, storytellers are trying 
to make sense of contemporary malaise—with Scandinavian fiction at the 
forefront.

Sigurd and Amanda are the respective protagonists of this chapter’s 
two case studies. Both are traumatized by today’s mating markets but face 
different challenges. Sigurd is a 25‑year‑old virgin. He never met a girl 
who was interested in him, erotically or romantically, and he fears that he 
never will. Amanda also wants to pair‑bond. When she is 31 years old, she 
embarks on a journey of serial dating to find someone with whom to share 
her life. Acquiring sex is not the problem; quite the contrary—it is mostly 
what she is offered. Amanda dates a line of attractive men who know how 
to charm a date and often are good at sex. But not a single one invites 
her for a second date. Like Sigurd, Amanda suffers a downward spiral of 
depression from constantly being rejected. She does her best on each date, 
feels that she connects well with the men, and offers sex so that they can 
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get to know each other intimately. Instead of becoming pair‑bonded, she 
develops a Tinder addiction. Serial dating makes her suffer increasingly 
intense sexual regret. On her deathbed, Amanda concludes, her primary 
remorse will be that she had sex with too many men. She cannot com‑
prehend why not a single one of them is interested in a relationship. Are 
all men exploitative “douches,” she wonders, who only want sex but not 
commitment? Her female circle of friends mostly suffers similar fates: they 
have abundant access to dating and sex with attractive men, yet remain 
insings (involuntary singles).

In the 2010s, men like Sigurd—incels7—became an object of derision 
and hate. Incel terrorists murdered over 50 people across the West. The 
online incel community comprises hundreds of thousands of men infamous 
for the misogyny common in their forums.8 Being denied copulation and 
pair‑bonding, many turn their frustration toward women and society. Sig‑
urd is not a dangerous misogynist, nor are most incels; in fact, research 
suggests that incels have fewer violent and sexually aggressive proclivities 
than other men.9 Of those who participate in online forums, only around 
10% resort to misogynistic rhetoric.10 For the hate speech that does exist, it 
is unclear to what extent it is performative or expresses a genuine hatred of 
women.11 Moreover, most involuntary celibate men do not seek online fel‑
lowship with other incels. They go about their lives like everyone else, but 
suffer what moral philosopher Joona Räsänen terms “sexual loneliness.”12

As this study has explored, being excluded from mating has been a com‑
mon experience for Homo males, as we have twice as many female as 
male ancestors.13 Promiscuous and polygynous mating have channeled 
copulation and pair‑bonding only to a proportion of men. The medieval 
Church’s imposition of lifelong monogamy was an anomaly that contrib‑
uted to an exceptional level of sexual egalitarianism under the EMP. Later, 
as the romantic regime peaked after World War II, nearly everyone mar‑
ried.14 After the Third Sexual Revolution, Western mating took a sharp 
turn. Individual choice, gender equality, economic prosperity, and the con‑
traceptive pill empower women to pursue the men that arouse them the 
most. As a consequence of this newfound freedom, an increasing number 
of the lowest‑value men are excluded from short‑ and long‑term mating.15 
A small proportion of the most attractive men hoard a growing propor‑
tion of sexual opportunity, a stratification amplified by dating apps.16 The 
result is dysfunctional for large population groups and society. Increas‑
ing singledom and sexual inactivity detract from people’s well‑being.17  
A reduction in pair‑bonding contributes to a decrease in fertility that will 
age our populations so drastically that some consider this to be our era’s 
gravest threat to civilization.18

But why do we mate so dysfunctionally? Evolutionary psycholo‑
gist Menelaos Apostolou proposes that mismatch explains some of the 
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malaise.19 Male and female mating psychologies evolved under regimes 
with varying extents of parental choice. Most men are not particularly 
arousing courters, as our mate‑seeking male ancestors mostly were evalu‑
ated by different criteria. Similarly, women frequently fail to pursue mating 
strategies that align with their goals; they can be confused by the differing 
dynamics of short‑ and long‑term markets; and can fail at assessing their 
own mate value and the intentions of men who court them. As I explored 
in Chapter 6, women seem to have developed an overly strong attrac‑
tion to men whose good looks, or other compelling traits, signal genetic 
quality—to counter how parents downplayed such traits when selecting 
mates for their daughters.20 Mismatch, conflicting desires, and general con‑
fusion regarding a uniquely novel mating regime explain much of the incel 
and insing phenomena.

For the few men who master modern dating, having a high number 
of sex partners can be rewarding; as David Buss writes, “Men have 
evolved a powerful desire for sexual access to a variety of women.”21 As 
our female ancestors faced different evolutionary pressures from those 
of men, women generally find promiscuous mating less rewarding.22 
Early hominins did not expect more than copulation, but around 4 mil‑
lion years of pair‑bonding have shaped Homo emotions. People mostly 
express a desire for long‑term commitment and tend to be happier when 
coupled up.23 The Third Sexual Revolution may have provided women 
with near limitless opportunity for sex with high‑value men, but they are 
often left sexually unsatisfied and with negative emotions and regret.24 
This point, however, should not be exaggerated. A trope in evolutionary 
research used to be that women were coy and uninterested in promiscu‑
ity.25 We now have a more complex understanding.26 For the women 
whose genuine preference is promiscuous mating, today’s markets confer 
an exceptional level of privilege in terms of access to higher‑value men. 
Some women happily and without harm take advantage of this; research 
has established that the persistent stereotype of promiscuous women suf‑
fering from low self‑esteem is unfounded.27 But since women in general 
are more oriented toward committed relationships, promiscuity is for 
many a poor replacement for pair‑bonding.28

Both insings and incels are negative externalities of modern mating. 
While incels have become a part of pop culture and are being studied 
by a growing number of scholars,29 insings only recently emerged as a 
media phenomenon. Female scholars and intellectuals demand attention 
to how today’s mating practices also marginalize women.30 In her partly 
autobiographical Half of Malmö Consists of Guys Who Dumped Me 
(Halva Malmö består av killar som dumpat mig, 2021; hereafter Half of 
Malmö), Amanda Romare (1989–) offers an honest, gut‑wrenching por‑
trayal of insing victimization. The Swedish novel inspired a rich debate 
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through which women spoke up about their mating struggles. Anna 
Axfors writes,

Women are disadvantaged on today’s dating market, according to the 
sociologist Eva Illouz. Which is cool, for you think that it should be the 
opposite, considering how much incels complain. But exactly like men 
still have the economic power, they have the relational power because 
they have more choices and not as high expectations.31

Romare, too, rejects the claim that women have more power on mating 
markets: “I find the opposite. My impression is that guys more often swipe 
right on Tinder, meaning that guys are more interested in getting a first 
date, but when it comes to second and third dates, they withdraw.”32 She 
has had enough of incels getting all the attention: “Yet again men have 
made everything be about them, but there are many lonely women out 
there that no one is talking about.”33 Attacking the incel discourse, Björn 
Barr refers to it as a “murderous conspiracy” when men claim to be sexu‑
ally excluded.34

The Norwegian TV series Sigurd Can’t Get Laid (Sigurd fåkke pult, 
2020–2022; hereafter Sigurd) triggered the expression of similar views. 
Aurora Nossen finds its title to degrade women and promote the idea that 
men are entitled to sex.35 Gry Rustad insists that the title is misguided 
since the incel protagonist’s problem has to be depression and not celi‑
bacy. We should take struggling men seriously, she writes, but to connect 
their problems “to a lack of sex only contributes to toxic masculinity.”36 
Not all attention was negative toward incels. The ensuing debate suggests 
that some cultures, perhaps especially the progressive Scandinavian ones, 
are ready to investigate mating stratification more soberly.37 Hammer,38 
Kamran,39 Krogh and Choi,40 and Stavik41 all encourage that people try 
to garner greater sympathy for struggling young men, but their opinion 
pieces do not dig deeper into the mechanisms that contribute to male 
marginalization.

In this chapter, I apply sexual strategies theory, sexual conflict theory, 
evolutionary mismatch theory, and other frameworks from evolutionary 
psychology to investigate several dysfunctional and maladaptive aspects 
of today’s mating practices, which are insightfully portrayed in Half of 
Malmö and Sigurd.42 Applying these tools in the analysis of my two fic‑
tional case studies helps me illuminate how the incel and insing phenom‑
ena are related. My primary concern is to investigate the struggles of 
insings, as these have been under‑researched. The portmanteau “insing” 
exists on the internet, but in many mating debates, including those around 
Half of Malmö, such women have been referred to as “female incels (fem‑
cels),”43 a term that does not describe their challenges. Although women 
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have a power advantage on short‑term markets that gives them abundant 
access to male sexuality, the complexity of female mate preferences makes 
this only a theoretical advantage for some women. Involuntary celibate 
women exist, but this chapter does not investigate them. Romare has been 
uncomfortable referring to herself as a femcel, which she has done due to 
a lack of more descriptive terms.44 I therefore propose the term insings for 
women with easy access to dating and sex but who are unable to fulfill 
their expressed desire for a pair‑bond. Insights from this analysis could be 
of help, especially for the women who struggle in today’s mating markets.

30,000	 Swipes Away from Mating

Sigurd’s four seasons chronicle its protagonist’s journey away from being 
a socially isolated, depressed incel. Sigurd loses his virginity at the end of 
season 2, explores the challenges of pair‑bonding in season 3, and becomes 
a somewhat capable courter of women in season 4. The series ends with 
him being pair‑bonded with a woman who bears his child. Especially sea‑
son 1 was critically praised for exploring a sensitive and controversial 
topic in a funny, accessible way. The series was compared to Seinfeld for 
its awkward everyday comedy,45 and Woody Allen’s films for its existential 
take on sex.46 A newspaper for urbanites awarded season 1 “TV Series of 
the Year.”47

Sigurd (Steinar Klouman Hallert) lacks much of what attracts women 
to a man, especially on short‑term markets. He is not good looking, has 
low self‑esteem, few material resources, and a small social circle. His poor 
social skills, especially his shy awkwardness, are a particular burden in 
the modern mating regime of individual choice.48 Had he lived centuries 
earlier, someone with his traits, skills, and social standing would still have 
had low mate value, but due to a higher marriage rate, such men had a bet‑
ter chance of securing a long‑term pair‑bond. Sigurd’s parents would likely 
have arranged a marriage to a woman whom they thought was a suitable 
match. Today, men like him often suffer involuntary celibacy because they 
avoid, or fail at, the social interactions that typically lead to copulation 
and pair‑bonding.

In the first episode, Sigurd’s dramaturgic call to action occurs when he 
realizes just how low of a mate value women assign him and how low his 
quality of life will be if he remains unable to attract a partner. In his job 
as a mobile phone repairer, he misinterprets a female customer’s social 
niceties. Unlike women, men commonly overperceive signals of interest.49 
When Sigurd suggests that he could return the phone to her in a bar where 
they can drink beer, she angrily reports him to his colleague. That some‑
one with such miniscule mate value would consider her a potential mate 
seems to make graver the affront. Sigurd’s female colleague salvages the 
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situation. When he asks how she pulled that off, the colleague admits,  
“I said you were retarded.”50 Crestfallen, Sigurd concludes that him 
expressing romantic interest to a woman would only be acceptable if he 
suffered intellectual disability. The scene conveys how women are incen‑
tivized to reject low‑value men in a manner that imposes pain on them in 
order to encourage more adaptive behavior. The woman’s seemingly cruel 
rejection ends up having this effect on Sigurd. He realizes that his current 
self appears erotically and romantically worthless to the vast majority of 
women.51

The protagonist embarks on a journey of transformation to increase his 
own mate value. The series’ creators emphasize how extraordinarily chal‑
lenging this can be. No change of attitude or strategies are likely to have a 
short‑term effect. Sigurd fears that he is headed for a life without intimacy, 
or even friendships, with women. Like with many incels, his focus on sex is 
mostly because sexual activity is the first step toward pair‑bonding. In the 
West—and especially in Scandinavia—the short‑term market is the entry 
point to the long‑term one. A man who cannot get laid is unlikely to ever 
get the chance to demonstrate his boyfriend qualities.

Sigurd at first adopts the deterministic beliefs common in incel forums: 
that genetics are so important that certain men have no chance at becom‑
ing sexually active or pair‑bonded.52 Incel narratives are often products 
of inflexible, superficial use of insights from the evolutionary sciences,53 
which are construed so that they justify giving up on mating.54 While their 
approach lacks scientific rigor, some of their conclusions are relevant at 
a group level. An incel, like Sigurd, can overcome his weaknesses and 
achieve mating success, but the bottom quartile of men will remain the 
bottom quartile.

Sigurd frees himself from incel pessimism after meeting a doppelgänger 
whose social skills attract women. This man used to be an incel but suc‑
ceeded in transforming himself. He advises Sigurd:

Men like us can’t just wank off all life. We must have sex, right? . . . The 
old me [was also a gamer]. I am no longer that person. I have grown up. 
People like that don’t get laid.55

Inspired, Sigurd signs up for Tinder, the app that has come to symbolize 
our era’s new dating practices.

Apostolou’s work on mismatch informs why Sigurd is unlikely to succeed 
on Tinder,56 which predominantly distributes casual sex. Before the Second 
Sexual Revolution, there was less pressure on men for having attractive 
looks and good flirting skills. This past of arranged marriages seems to 
inform why most men lack the ability to attract women on short‑term mar‑
kets. David Buss proposes that 20% of men are sufficiently attractive to 
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succeed with short‑term mating.57 This has been the common assumption 
in the field, that the typical 20:80 Pareto distribution informs casual sex 
markets. The longitudinal study of Harper et al. indicates that this strat‑
ification is becoming stronger.58 From 2002 to 2011–2013, the top 5% 
of men increased their number of sex partners by 32%. An equivalent 
reduction in sex partners occurred among the lower‑value men. Norwe‑
gian studies attest to a similar stratification.59 A 2015 study had supported 
the assumption that there is a 20:80 distribution among men on Tinder,60 
but this might no longer to be the case. In 2014, men swiped right about 
three times as often as women did, 46 and 14%, respectively.61 In 2021, 
this discrepancy had increased to an order of magnitude: 53 versus 5%.62 
Neyt et al. found similar numbers: 62 and 4.5%.63 Even the dating app 
Hinge, designed to be more equitable, channels 41% of women’s likes to 
the top 5% of men, while the bottom 50% receive 4%.64

Sigurd’s chances on Tinder are small, as is the case for most men. The 
series’ creators emphasize how powerless low‑value men are by having Sig‑
urd’s first match be part of a scam that ends with him being robbed.65 For 
men of average attractivity, studies show that they must spend an extraor‑
dinary amount of time swiping to earn dates or mating opportunities. One 
study found that the median man must swipe 100 times to get one match.66 
Another study found that 57 matches are required for one meetup and that 
around five meetups are required for sex or a relationship to be the likely 
outcome.67 These studies approach Tinder data differently, so combin‑
ing their findings is statistically questionable. Yet, how their data suggest 
that the median man must swipe through almost 30,000 female profiles to 
achieve short‑ or long‑term mating, tells us that—for most men—Tinder is 
an ineffective arena.68

Such odds make Sigurd embrace his incel status at the end of season 1. 
He participates in a public event as one of four anonymized incels. Upon 
them is imposed the only cultural script that exists for such men, as angry 
misogynists against whom society must protect itself. The fact that mod‑
ern mating markets drive women increasingly to discriminate such men 
is not entertained; the men themselves are to blame. An expert proclaims 
to the audience: “No wonder they haven’t had sex when they have been 
inside all life gaming. What these guys need is a year in the military.”69  
A female audience member asks, “Why are you so angry? Do you feel that 
the world owes you something?”70 The men reject feeling angry, but no 
one cares. A Norwegian incel study found the same, that the interview‑
ees who were excluded from mating did not feel anger toward women 
or society. Having the incel stereotype imposed on them only made their 
marginalization feel worse.71 Throughout Sigurd, unsympathetic charac‑
ters explain the incel phenomenon as a product of some men’s excessive 
time use on computer games. Audiences are encouraged to adopt a more 
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nuanced understanding of why an increasing number of men are excluded 
from short‑ and long‑term mating.

After working on his looks and social skills, and suffering numerous 
failures, Sigurd gets to copulate for the first time after a date at the end 
of season 2. Season 3 explores how women’s exclusion of low‑value men 
from short‑term markets contributes to dysfunction on long‑term markets. 
Sigurd pair‑bonds with Josefin (Erika Edvardsson) with whom he envisions 
a future. Since he feels that women, until now, have deprived him of sex, 
he does not consider it immoral to cheat on his first ever girlfriend. He 
explains to his friend Mats (Erlend Mørch) that men have always offered 
Josefin sex, while “only now people have become interested in having sex 
with me . . . It is so incredibly unfair that I have to stop because she is satis‑
fied. I have to grab the opportunities I have.”72 He reminds Josefin that she 
has “had 15 boyfriends [and also] slept around.”73 Having had three sex 
partners, Sigurd feels that he “cannot grow old and have had sex with [so 
few.]”74 Strong stratification between men makes it so that probably most 
relationships will be like that of Sigurd and Josefin, in that the woman 
will be the most sexually experienced. Considering men’s sexual jealousy,75 
their greater desire for partner variety,76 and how confluent love promotes 
causal sex as an important source of self‑realization,77 our era’s mating 
stratification could contribute to greater friction within relationship.

Josefin becomes furious when Sigurd admits to having cheated. She 
refuses to sympathize with his sexual marginalization, and he cares not 
that she has suffered similar trauma as Amanda in Half of Malmö. Josefin 
had admitted regarding her former boyfriends: “I find an asshole, then we 
break up, and then I find a new asshole. Are you an asshole?”78 She agreed 
to pair‑bond with Sigurd because he is not. By “asshole,” she seems to 
mean a high‑value man who mates long‑ and short‑term at the same time. 
Josefin exemplifies the burden that can befall women who get to pair‑bond 
with the most sought‑after mates. Men with sexual opportunity typically 
become more short‑term‑oriented,79 which can motivate them to cheat 
even after having agreed to being in a closed relationship.

Sigurd’s girlfriend had not been an insing. Attractive men pair‑bonded 
with her, but their cheating caused her to adjust the value she assigns differ‑
ent partner traits, further upvaluing men who convincingly signal long‑term 
commitment. She makes this point when she throws Sigurd out of her life: 
“The whole point of you is that you don’t do things like that! If I am to 
have a boyfriend who fucks others, he might as well be good‑looking.” 
Sigurd ignores her admission, insisting on the greater relevance of his own 
victimhood: “I’m so damned tired of relating to a fucking whore. You 
fucked so much that it gets stuck in my throat. You have to listen to me.”80 
Since none of them is willing to listen to, or sympathize with, the other’s 
mating challenges, their relationship ends.
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Sigurd must make a potentially life‑defining decision. He desires to accu‑
mulate sexual experience with additional partners but doubts whether he will 
be able to do so to an extent that justifies the effort. Mats encourages him to 
mimic the behavior of men who are so attractive that they can have a relation‑
ship and also sleep around. Peter Jonason and David Buss account for how 
such men adopt tactics that let them avoid burdensome entanglements that 
could hinder their short‑term strategies. With high access to new partners, 
high‑value men “can afford to keep relationships purely casual more than 
can those lower in mate‑value.”81 Sigurd concludes that his mate value could 
never become high enough to support such a strategy, as he does not “feel 
that he is that kind of guy.”82 This realization, that he will never be attractive 
enough to have significant success on short‑term markets, makes him submit 
to a long‑term orientation. His decision exemplifies how mating stratification 
can have a positive effect on pair‑bonding. Low‑value men can become more 
motivated to commit, as they lack sexual opportunity outside of relationships. 
In his next pair‑bond, Sigurd accepts that the cost of long‑term intimacy and 
family life is to forego short‑term opportunities—even if it feels unfair that 
such restrictions are placed on men with low short‑term mate value.

Serial Dating as Self‑Harm

The Half of Malmö‑protagonist’s journey from being an insing to being 
pair‑bonded mirrors that of the author. When Amanda Romare turned 
30, “she started serial dating, using both the Tinder app and analogue bar 
hookups, thinking 5–6 dates would suffice to find someone with whom 
she could spend a considerable part of her life.”83 Two years later, she had 
had sex with so many men, she writes in the novel, that this would be the 
primary regret on her deathbed.84 She felt sexually exploited by men who 
showed no interest in fulfilling her desire for a pair‑bond.

Sexual strategies theory posits that the discordant pressures on hominin 
males and females explain why men and women pursue different strate‑
gies for short‑ and long‑term mating, some of which incentivize intersex 
cooperation while others drive competition.85 When Romare experienced 
postcoital regret, she had fallen prey to the short‑term strategies of sexu‑
ally attractive men. Tinder and the urban bar scene gave her access to the 
most compelling men, but only for casual sex. The men’s short‑term orien‑
tation, and her relatively lower long‑term mate value, made pair‑bonding 
an unlikely outcome. Her strategies could also make her come across as 
short‑term‑oriented. In her novel and interviews, Romare has shown a lim‑
ited understanding of these mechanisms. Her subjective experience was that

serial dating is a form of self‑harm. You are not rejected for something 
you say or think, but for how you are as a person. You show yourself 
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from your best side on a date—you are funny and social, have dressed 
up, and have sex. It is so incredibly intimate and vulnerable. I really 
gave it my all every time, and still no one wanted me.86

Romare took notes during this period as a form of self‑therapy. She turned 
these into an original, vulnerable, and courageously self‑revealing novel 
that triggered a bidding war among Swedish publishers. Half of Malmö 
received mixed reviews for its literary qualities, praise for its themes, and 
inspired a debate that is ongoing.87 The novel is being adapted into a Net‑
flix series scheduled for 2025.88

Half of Malmö begins by introducing readers to Amanda’s group of 
female friends.89 They all have the same experience of unlimited sex‑
ual access but mostly being involuntarily single. Her sister insists that 
Amanda “is a 10 and that 10s date in all leagues.”90 Amanda considers 
her mate value to be 7 on a 10‑point scale and is cognizant of her sex 
partners having a higher value: “The guy in front of me with the flowing 
golden‑brown hair and the big dark‑green irises was definitely two or 
three leagues above mine” (6). At no point, however, does she consider 
that there can be a difference between someone’s short‑ and long‑term 
mate value. A man can be so sexy that women consider him exquisite for 
casual copulation, but if he is unemployed, emotionally unstable, cog‑
nitively weak,91 and dislikes children, his long‑term value is far lower. 
Women, too, are evaluated differently for one‑night stands and rela‑
tionships. Amanda assigns value to herself and potential partners based 
mostly on how sexy they appear in the context of a first date. Given her 
stated goal of finding a long‑term partner, she assesses value, selects men, 
and chooses dating strategies in a dysfunctional manner. She presents 
herself as sexually available since this elicits a more favorable response 
from the men whom she perceives to be the most attractive. Research 
supports that her strategy is effective for short‑term mating but can work 
counter to her long‑term ambitions.92

Amanda’s first sex partner in the novel is a management consultant. He is 
the best‑looking man she has seen in a long time, a Jake Gyllenhaal‑lookalike 
with a large, pleasure‑inducing penis and a large, central apartment. Hav‑
ing exceptional looks and finances, he fulfills important female preferences 
for both short‑ and long‑term mating. The consultant and his friend are 
by far the superior males in the bar. An hour after meeting them, Amanda 
and her friend are on their way to have sex. Neither of the women is later 
invited for a second date. This encounter speaks to how Amanda adapts to 
the preferences of short‑term‑oriented men to gain access to the men who 
arouse her the most. She does not have sufficient long‑term mate value to 
be considered a potential girlfriend by long‑term‑oriented, high‑value men. 
She also does not seek out the arenas that promote long‑term‑oriented 
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dating. Bars and Tinder give her immediate access to the most attractive 
men, as long as she makes herself sexually available from the onset.

Sexual conflict theory posits that a core conflict between the sexes is 
how much time should pass before the first intercourse.93 Attractive men 
have more partners and wait less time.94 By agreeing to have sex with the 
consultant after one hour, Amanda signals that she does not require a high 
investment.95 Short‑term‑oriented men prefer such mates, making Amanda 
more than good enough for a one‑night stand. Her maladaptive strategies 
are informed by how hominin females evolved highly selective preferences 
for short‑term mating to ensure that in case of pregnancy, the offspring 
would at least have good genes.96 Women’s promiscuous attraction system 
is exceptionally discriminatory but can trigger as strong impulses as that of 
men. Bendixen et al. found that the very sexiest men arouse in women an 
equally strong sense of attraction as the sexiest women arouse in men.97 In 
such instances—at least in gender‑equal and sexually liberal Scandinavia—
women signal their attraction even more strongly than what men do; when 
they finally encounter a man able to arouse them, they often seize the 
opportunity. However, when women encounter average men, they are less 
attracted than what men are to average women.

These mechanisms trigger emotions that motivate Amanda to adopt 
short‑term strategies that go against her own pair‑bonding ambitions. She 
has conflicting desires that the modern, Scandinavian environment makes 
more challenging to navigate. In these countries, dating typically involves 
early sex. To be motivated for copulation on the first date, Amanda feels 
that she has no choice but to pursue only the men who immediately trig‑
ger her lust. If she had considered more carefully which qualities would be 
more important to her in a long‑term partner, she may have adjusted the 
value she assigns different traits, like Josefin had done in Sigurd. Amanda 
and her friends’ choice of mating arenas, their signaling of short‑term 
intentions, and selection of men with far superior short‑term mate value 
all but ensure that copulation does not progress to pair‑bonding. Stud‑
ies show that men prefer similar‑value and less sexually available women 
when seeking a long‑term partner.98

Amanda has sex on the first date to motivate men to meet her again 
so that, over time, they can realize her long‑term value. With regard to 
the men she dates and in light of her goals, this bait‑and‑switch strategy 
is misguided. The affective shift hypothesis describes how promiscuously 
successful, short‑term‑oriented men tend to detach emotionally following 
first‑time intercourse. While women often experience positive affect after 
sex, which is meant to facilitate a long‑term relationship, men who have 
had many partners often find women less sexually and physically attrac‑
tive after intercourse. This is generally not the case for men who have had 
few sex partners.99 For Amanda, a more goal‑aligned strategy would be 
to find men willing to spend precoital time with her. If such a candidate 



Incels & Insings  207

and Amanda had sufficient time to see if their personalities matched, if 
they had shared interests, and matching intelligence and other traits, then 
pair‑bonding would be a more likely outcome.

After suffering intense feelings of sexual regret, Amanda comes to sus‑
pect that early sex is not the best way to sell herself as a long‑term part‑
ner. When she experiments with holding back sex, she finds that the most 
attractive men are less interested. She bemoans, “Do I have to agree to 
immediate sex to be allowed to have sex?!” (85). Again, her conflicting 
desires—for higher‑value men and a relationship—lead to confusion, 
informed by her evolved psychology. Women’s short‑ and long‑term mat‑
ing criteria are relatively similar, so women often treat casual sex as a 
springboard for long‑term relationships. The fact that modern mating are‑
nas channel so much sexual opportunity to the most attractive men makes 
casual sex a less suited entry point for pair‑bonding.

Kennair et al. found that people do not consider it a good dating strategy 
for women or men to have early sex if their ambitions are long‑term.100 
People believe that it is more conducive to have fun together, engage in 
deep conversations, and spend significant amounts of time with each other. 
In spite of feeling increasingly painful regret, Amanda does not change her 
strategies, seek out more long‑term‑oriented mating markets, or pursue 
men more likely to have long‑term intentions. She seems neither to under‑
stand the intricacies of her own mating psychology, nor be able to read the 
intentions of the men with whom she has sex. In line with the findings of 
Kennair et al.,101 Amanda’s feelings of intense regret trigger no adaptive 
shift in behavior, as pain does not always communicate effectively enough 
how we should change.

Too‑Good‑Looking, Crazy‑Fit Players

Amanda continues to do what feels best in the moment. She approaches 
whom she finds to be the most attractive man in the bar or swipes right on 
the minuscule number of Tinder men who give the impression of fulfilling 
her mate preferences. She thinks about lowering her standards, but the 
affective rewards that the most compelling men offer when they charm her 
on first dates habituate Amanda to high‑arousal encounters.102 A few of 
her sex partners agree to additional dates, but only after she has taken the 
initiative. Romare offers a convincing portrayal of how having unlimited 
access to sexy men shapes female expectations. One date was

too good looking . . . had a really big dick, and was crazy fit. So tight 
muscles that you almost could not feel anything soft when you touched 
your fingers against his skin. I have only met one such man before, 
whose skin felt like cement.

(48–9)
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Before they have sex, Amanda cannot help but ask him if he is “a player,” 
similar to how Josefin asked Sigurd if he was “an asshole.” The date 
smoothly brushes aside her accusation. Amanda suspects what awaits 
postcoitus but gives in to desire. The experienced high‑value man is able 
to provide her with gratifying sex but has no interest in spending the full 
night with her; he detaches emotionally. Amanda has grown accustomed 
to being sent home once the copulation is over. She reflects around how 
dysfunctional this is but lays the blame on men for being exploitative.

Amanda continues her search for a highly arousing boyfriend. On a date 
with a 6′3″ professional dancer, she describes him as shockingly handsome, 
a god‑like man with great hair, hands, and teeth. He has the social skills 
to give Amanda her best ever Tinder date. At times, her selection of men 
is done with a greater focus on traits that have long‑term value, but since 
she has top‑shelf access, she cannot bring herself to select less‑compelling 
men. She dates professional athletes, celebrity musicians, medical doctors, 
and other high‑status individuals. In an interview, Romare said that “after 
every time I was dumped, I lowered my demands more and more until there 
was nothing left.”103 Based on how she describes her selection process and 
the characteristics of her dates later in the book, she may have lowered her 
standards some, but at least the fictional Amanda seems mostly to have 
continued dating higher‑value men.

In terms of first dates, most of these men are superior choices. Having 
the talents that allow them to succeed with short‑term mating, and the 
dating experience that comes with that, result in the top percentiles of 
men being able to cater to women’s short‑term preferences in a manner 
that average men generally cannot. Theoretically, women could benefit 
from their sex’s short‑term market power by sexually consuming the most 
attractive men for as long as they pleased, then change orientation and 
strategies to attract a similar‑value partner with traits and attitudes more 
conducive to long‑term mating. For some women, such a transition seems 
challenging. Having grown accustomed to short‑term mating with attrac‑
tive men can have adverse consequences for a woman’s ability to forge 
successful pair‑bonds. If serially dating higher‑value men leads women to 
overestimate their own mate value, they are likely to increase their mate 
standards across a variety of indicators, making it hard to find someone 
who is both compelling enough and willing to bond with them.104 Amanda 
arrives at the realization that it is the modern dating format itself that has 
made her so discriminatory:

Is it so that when you feel that a date is too good to be true, it is actually 
too good to be true? That only douches can be so intimate and loving 
the first time you meet, and that it therefore never ends well?

(236)
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By “douches,” she seems to refer to short‑term‑oriented, high‑value men 
who are high in Dark Triad traits.105 In Chapter 6, I investigated a more 
long‑term‑oriented version of such men, but that was a personality adapted 
to the nineteenth century. Unlike Rudolph Seiler, twenty‑first‑century Dark 
Triad men need not invest years in courtship. Men with these traits are 
often drawn to sexual conquering, capable of making a strong first impres‑
sion, and able to get their way at the expense of others. Realizing that such 
men are the only ones able to elicit her arousal and infatuation—at least 
on first dates—Amanda feels like she wants to die.

This is an emotional low point of the book, the scene in which she under‑
stands that her own psychology is to blame—not primarily the men whom 
she has allowed to fulfill their own mate preferences. Her emotions—
against which she feels powerless—draw her to men with whom exploita‑
tion is a likelier outcome than pair‑bonding. More average men with a 
long‑term orientation generally do not have those traits and skills that 
arouse in her an immediate desire to mate. In bars, they do not show up 
on her radar. On Tinder, she swipes them away. As David Buss writes, 
female choosiness seems to make most men “invisible as viable options in 
women’s mating minds.”106 The majority of men simply do not exist when 
women consider their options. Tinder caters to this aspect of female psy‑
chology by making rejection a breeze—effortless swipes that erase 95% of 
men from the woman’s digital pool of potential mates.

Modern technology and dating norms are not optimized for pair‑ 
bonding. In the context of a first date out on town, it is hard for men with 
high long‑term mate value to showcase qualities such as their partner and 
parenting skills, their willingness to commit and invest in the pair‑bond, 
their strong social standing, and their ability to plan and provide. Although 
both sexes prefer a high level of agreeableness in long‑term partners, Dark 
Triad traits seem more effective for making a strong enough first impres‑
sion. If Amanda had prioritized spending time with similar‑value men, she 
may—instead of depending on her promiscuous attraction system—have 
experienced emerging feelings of love, a pair‑bonding emotion that moti‑
vates women to have sex also with lower‑value men.107 This pair‑bonding 
attraction system was catered to by older forms of courtship, like those 
under the courtly, companionate, and romantic regimes.

In the premodern era, Amanda would have had access to a much smaller 
number of potential mates. The courtship likely would have lasted months 
or years. She would have gotten to know her courter more deeply, and he 
her. Tinder encourages her to evaluate a never‑ending line of men, using 
seconds or minutes on each. Research shows that when women have many 
choices, they tend to eliminate candidates by a single attribute at a time. 
Visual cues become more important. For Amanda, her selecting attribute 
is mostly hotness, which is central when your dating strategy includes sex 
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on the first meeting. When women have fewer options, they focus less on 
visual aspects and evaluate potential partners more holistically. Having 
faced a smaller pool of candidates also leaves people more satisfied with 
their decision.108

Amanda feels debilitated by choice. Romare portrays that she falls 
prey to her own evolved mate preferences, but as a consequence of the 
twenty‑first‑century environment. In interviews, Romare has suggested 
that one solution could be to return to twentieth‑century mating prac‑
tices.109 Such nostalgia is unlikely to generate productive solutions, as 
Western mating seems to evolve in one direction only—forward, toward 
novelty. Romare states that today’s technologies and mating morality 
make it too hard for women to fulfill their desire for a relationship. 
Many of the surveys cited in this book support her position. One fac‑
tor is how there is nearly no cultural pressure on Amanda that encour‑
ages her to change her strategies. Her promiscuity is not discouraged 
through shaming, a practice that is relatively rare in today’s gender‑equal 
Scandinavia.110 Instead, she had felt ashamed prior to beginning her serial 
dating for having had only seven sex partners. Wanting to increase her 
number of lifetime partners at the same as she seeks a boyfriend appears 
to be the main misstep that generates the habits that Amanda later strug‑
gles to move past.

Half of Malmö places the blame on present‑day culture, not female 
agency. This thematic argument evokes that of Louise Perry in The Case 
Against the Sexual Revolution.111 Women were promised emancipation 
through sexual liberation, but confluent love has primarily benefited the 
small number of men with high short‑term mate value. Eva Illouz makes 
a similar case in The End of Love: A Sociology of Negative Relations.112 
Modern mating reduces people to consumer goods, she posits, transform‑
ing sex into an economic unit to be distributed on markets.113 These iniqui‑
tous mating markets seem increasingly to move underground. Premodern 
mating efforts tended to occur in communal arenas. In The New Laws of 
Love: Online Dating and the Privatization of Intimacy, sociologist Marie 
Bergström writes that many women have begun to hide their mating, even 
from friends.114 Her interviewees would often not date men from their own 
social circle or introduce dates to friends. Apps make it easier for women 
to have casual sex without being judged, as by keeping sex partners secret, 
they avoid expectations of chastity. The narrative in Half of Malmö sug‑
gests that women could also be motivated to hide dates so that their social 
group remains unaware of postcoital rejections, which could be used to 
ascribe lower mate value to the rejected woman.

Bergström, Illouz, and Perry conclude that today’s mating regime is 
unhealthy. Contemporary sex norms align poorly with female psychology 
and societal demands. Earlier moralities channeled sexual lust into social 
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behaviors that mostly ended in marriage and reproduction. Today’s hedon‑
ism encourages people to do what feels best in the moment. In the latter 
half of Half of Malmö, Amanda’s challenge is to master how not to do 
what provides her the greatest short‑term affective rewards, but what can 
get her pair‑bonded. Her turning point comes after she, for the first time, 
is able to sympathize with incels.

A Dating Junkie in Love’s Shit Barrel

Tinder is Amanda’s symbolic antagonist. She had tried the app two years 
prior to her serial dating project but deleted it after having had disappoint‑
ing sex on her first date—a not uncommon experience for women.115 When 
she again downloads it, she refers to Tinder as “love’s shit barrel” (87). She 
feels that she has no choice if she is to find a mate. For someone seeking 
long‑term commitment, this more short‑term‑oriented app is not a great 
choice, but its cultural position and addiction‑inducing algorithms have 
made it the world’s premier dating app. Its economics incentivize the app’s 
owners to keep users single and paying high monthly fees, the highest of 
which—as mentioned in the previous chapter—is $500.116

Amanda gets dopamine rushes from swiping and matching that keep 
her going. Facing nothing but postcoital rejection exhausts her, but 
she feels unable to change her attitude and strategies. “I have become 
addicted to this dating,” she admits, “Do you know how condescend‑
ing I was toward others who were like me just ten months ago?” (222). 
Midway through the novel, she decides to delete Tinder and stop dating. 
She has no alternative strategy but wants the pain to stop—she just has 
one more man to meet, and after him, another, and so forth. She feels 
that her serial dating has changed her psychological makeup. Two weeks 
before her decision to quit, Amanda was surprised to feel similar to 
involuntarily celibate men:

I have never understood the incel movement. Seriously, they are so 
fucked up in the head. Today, though, I got this thought when a few 
cuties passed me in the city. Crap. Why isn’t anyone fucking me? I’m 
walking here in the city, with a fully loaded vagina, and no one takes the 
chance. That’s not fair. It’s your fucking duty to satisfy me. Somewhere 
around there I understood the similarity.

(145–6)

Dead tired of her Groundhog Day of first dates, she wants to tell men 
on Tinder, “Ok, just come here and we’ll be in love, ok?” (214). Sex‑
ual conflict theory suggests that she has been too cooperative with her 
dates, not sufficiently viewing first encounters as an arena for intersexual 
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competition. Amanda feels that she cannot handle any more plans that 
never come to fruition. Before sex, her dates talk about what they will 
do together, their mom whom Amanda soon will meet, and the adven‑
tures they will embark on. When men talk about integrating a date into 
their social circle, this can be an effective strategy for conveying long‑term 
intentions, but short‑term‑oriented men typically avoid delivering on such 
promises.117 Women having evolved to be the sexual selectors incentivizes 
such men to be deceptive; 71% of men admit to having exaggerated how 
they feel in order to get laid.118 A ruthless example is how Amanda’s friend 
was told by her date that he “had never meet anyone as wonderful as you” 
(121). After sex, he gave her half an hour to leave and never replied to her 
texts. Amanda repeatedly suffers similar postcoital behaviors but never 
understands or adapts to the short‑term strategies of the highly experi‑
enced men she dates.

Feeling trapped in this self‑constructed loop of exploitation and addic‑
tion, Amanda sees no solutions. She believes Tinder is ruining her life, 
but the app is also her most cherished comfort, although one that seems 
no more concerned with her well‑being than what the men she dates 
are. Tinder sends her peak alerts, informing her that she can get ten  
times as many exposures to potential mates—if she logs in now. She 
gives in:

When I returned to the app—fucking hell how wonderful. It was an 
incredible feeling to be welcomed back into the comfortable environ‑
ment and swipe from guy to guy . . . Never has an app made such a nice 
feeling flow through me.

(238)

Her addiction is so strong that

if I am to be honest, I check the app about once a minute. Every time  
I put down the mobile, I pick it up again. I swiped through all of Malmö 
that night, and I am now going through guys in Copenhagen (in spite of 
me not liking Danes!).

(239)

The expression “all of Malmö” reveals the limitation of her outlook. 
The large number of Malmö men who could be willing to pair‑bond 
with her are less likely to operate on Tinder, an app that primarily 
distributes casual sex to men with the highest short‑term value. The 
type of men who used to succeed with attracting women in bars—and 
who still do—seem to be the same men who flourish on apps.119 This  
pattern is ancient; as I covered in the Introduction chapter, Homo 
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communities seem always to have had a small proportion of promiscu‑
ous maters.120

Goetz et al. believe that this proportion is increasing as a consequence 
of large urban markets, social anonymity, and a culture of sexual open‑
ness.121 The modern environment seems to trigger short‑term ambitions 
even in lower‑value men—as they witness the mating success of the most 
attractive men—which was the case with Sigurd. Yong et al. found that 
not only female insings but low‑value men are adopting unrealistic stand‑
ards that prevent pair‑bonding.122 Mating opportunities may be increas‑
ingly channeled to the most attractive men, but also other men respond to 
our present era’s promiscuity with a choosiness that makes it even harder 
for them to find a partner. Women may never have had greater access to 
short‑term mating, but such practices bring fewer advantages than it did in 
our ancestral environment, when women to a greater extent could depend 
on short‑term mates to offer gifts as a show of appreciation.123 The result 
of these developments is lose–lose dynamics for large groups of both men 
and women.

Seeing Regular Men as Anomalies

Amanda’s possible salvation comes in the form of Emil, a man whose good 
looks make him appear to be a player but whose insecurities have con‑
tributed to him adopting a long‑term orientation. Confident men can also 
be long‑term‑oriented, but Romare’s portrayal of Emil suggests that his 
shy nervousness has hindered him from engaging in the mating behav‑
iors to which most characters in her book seem drawn. He badly wants 
to pair‑bond with Amanda, but she is not sure whether she is capable of 
settling for someone who only has the exterior to which she has grown 
accustomed but not the confident personality.

Their courtship illustrates the struggles insings can experience when 
transitioning away from serial dating the most attractive men. Wary of fall‑
ing prey to more short‑term deception, Amanda demands to know when 
Emil last had sex, which was three years ago with his ex. He is a nerdy 
gamer who immediately falls in love and swears to pair‑bond for as long 
as she will let him. The morning after their first copulation, he whispers, 
“I can’t believe that it is possible to be this close to another person” (271). 
He is precisely what Amanda has told herself that she wants:

Amanda, I said quietly to myself, all you’ve whined about all year is 
that you haven’t found a kind and nice and good guy, who likes you, 
and now there’s one in the bed, take the chance! Never mind his weird 
comments, you know that he says those things because he is insecure.

(290)
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It is unclear whether Emil is debilitatingly insecure or just lacks the social 
bravado that characterizes many promiscuous men. Amanda and her 
friends are so accustomed to the winners on short‑term markets that they 
interpret other men to be anomalies. As Amanda tries to get used to Emil’s 
low‑key personality, her friend suffers a date with someone in “the worst 
Tinder category” (272), meaning that he is shy and quiet. Incapable of 
giving a sexy impression from the onset, such men rarely get to display 
potential long‑term qualities. Romare elaborates on how the demands of 
modern dating incentivize women to disregard men who are unable to 
trigger immediate arousal. Amanda has second thoughts about their future 
together after Emil declines her offer of having sex in a public park. In bed, 
when he awkwardly tries to shoot his sperm in her face, she concludes that 
he commits “the gravest ‘cum‑in‑face’ fail ever” (296). He cannot give her 
the sexual and social peak experiences that promiscuously successful men 
typically could already on the first date. Instead, he offers postcoital cud‑
dling, long‑term commitment, and monogamy.

Amanda fears that she has grown addicted to “bad‑boy energy,”  
that she is “incapable of taking care of love once she has found it,” or 
that she and Emil are only together “because no one else wants them” 
(293). She decides to take the leap, symbolically by deleting Tinder. She 
refers to this as “going sober.” She does not delete the account “in case  
I will want to download it again. I am not that confident that this will turn 
out well” (287). Although Amanda has spoken and narrated as if she has 
been exclusively long‑term‑oriented, she clearly has also been driven by 
short‑term preferences. In order to overcome her conflicting desires, that 
is, to truly commit to a long‑term orientation, she must overcome two final 
challenges. After more than a decade of being single, her identity and loyal‑
ties are tied to this group. She feels envious of two young women who talk 
about the men with whom they are about to have sex. Amanda bemoans, 
“That is a joy you only get from being single,” (309) but reminds herself 
of the happiness you only get from being in love.

We could view this as a shift in attitude also motivated by her enter‑
ing into a new life phase. Especially among people in their early 20s, a 
short‑term orientation is common. Amanda had partied little and rarely 
had sex in her 20s. She presents her dating project as a search for a boy‑
friend but also seems driven to catch up with the short‑term mating she 
had missed out on. Another motivating factor could be reproductive expe‑
diting, an increasing willingness to engage in sexual intercourse due to 
declining fertility.124 Whichever her motivations are, the trauma Amanda 
suffers primarily stems from her not understanding the difference between 
male and female mate preferences and the power differentials on short‑ 
versus long‑term markets. With so many dynamics of our era’s mating 
regime being new, there exist few cultural scripts that convey to people 
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how to best strategize their mating efforts. Amanda’s struggles are typi‑
cal of how many women are left feeling vulnerable and confused.125 By 
the time she meets Emil, she is more than ready to move on, although she 
struggles to let go of her new habits.

The second challenge comes in the form of a text from the con‑
sultant she had sex with at the beginning of the year. Finally, the Jake 
Gyllenhaal‑lookalike invites her to a follow‑up date. The novel ends as 
Amanda ponders,

a rich management consultant with a large apartment centrally in 
Malmö, or a poor student living in a student apartment in Kristianstad? 
No, cried a voice in my head. I am in love god dammit, cried the heart. 
I know, I answered back. What is wrong with me? Have I sunk so low 
during this year of dating that I cannot do without it. No, no, no. It 
can’t be like that. Let this turn out well.

(310)

The Fallacy of Men vs. Women

Both Amanda and Sigurd end up pair‑bonded, but in terms of agency and 
negotiating position, insings seem better positioned than incels. Gaining a 
better understanding of the power dynamics of modern mating would only 
be a small step forward for a man who has spent his life excluded from 
sex and relationships. Being at the bottom is a tough starting point. Sigurd 
attests to the challenging work that lies ahead for an incel who wants to 
succeed with mating. Insings are not necessarily at the bottom, as women 
of all mate values can miscalibrate their strategies in a manner that com‑
plicates pair‑bonding. For these women, gaining a better understanding of 
mating markets could have a more immediate effect. Half of Malmö gives 
the impression that Amanda could have reduced her suffering and more 
quickly reached her mating goal if she only had understood why she had 
such easy access to sex while having difficult access to a relationship.

Not everyone accepts that women have high sexual access, or they reject 
that this is an appropriate topic for a discussion on gender differences. 
Sparks et al. write, “The notion that women are supposedly dictating the 
course of the so‑called ‘sexual marketplace’ is highly problematic.”126 Such 
notions mostly result from people trying to understand mating from a per‑
spective of women versus men. A weak point of much thinking on gender 
and sexuality has been to presuppose that the primary line of conflict must 
be between the sexes. Pitting women against men was an effective political 
strategy when fighting for equality, but such an approach generates blind 
spots. To understand mating, we must distinguish between men with low 
and high mate‑values.
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When mating becomes marked more by promiscuity and de facto 
polygyny—such as today—a relevant conflict line has women and 
high‑value men on one side, and low‑value men on the other. In today’s 
West, women do have the upper hand on short‑term markets; they have 
plentiful access to new sex partners, while many men have little to none. 
Because a large majority of women direct their attention to a small minor‑
ity of men, mostly the highest‑value men benefit from women’s short‑term 
market advantage. If causal sex had had greater value to more women, 
having practically unlimited access to copulation with higher‑value mates 
could have been an astounding advantage; we can hardly imagine how 
men would respond if afforded the same privilege. The fact that many 
women use their market power to pursue the most immediately attractive 
men ends up preventing many of these women from fulfilling what is most 
people’s ultimate mating goal: to become pair‑bonded.127

I propose that one contributor to women’s maladaptive pursuit of 
higher‑value men could be a preconscious belief in a tenet of romantic 
love. Confluent love has become hegemonic, but remnants of older mating 
moralities remain part of our culture. In Chapter 6, I elaborated on how 
romantic love conveyed the impression that even average women might 
be able to attract the highest‑value men, as love was a function of having 
matching souls—not similar mate value. When Amanda admitted to her 
romantic target being “definitely two or three leagues above mine” (6), yet 
still thought that pair‑bonding was a plausible outcome, her cognition and 
behavior were guided by 200‑year‑old ideology. Flygare‑Carlén’s advice to 
women, of letting their romantic pursuits be steered somewhat more by 
reason, still rings relevant.

In addition to culture, biology may play in. Apostolou’s perspective on 
mismatch illuminates women’s maladaptive behavior.128 When parents 
selected spouses, our female ancestors faced weak pressures in terms of 
being able to attract a long‑term mate. Many women likely have traits 
that would not have affected their mating prospects in the past, but which 
in the modern environment contribute to singledom. Since parents more 
strictly control their daughters’ mate choice, women are likely to suffer a 
greater mismatch. Moreover, parents had a long time to assess courters 
and a community to help them do so. The modern dating format grants 
women often no more than an inebriated evening.

Our era’s economic prosperity empowers women to place an even 
greater emphasis on good genes. Our most reproductively successful ances‑
tors were probably not the prettiest men. When parental choice governed 
mating, males who worked hard, built networks and alliances, and could 
lead a family were preferred for reproduction. Short‑term‑oriented Adon‑
ises ran a high risk of being killed by the kin of their latest illicit affair. 
Our female ancestors, too, were likely much more aroused by sexy men, 
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but the demands of a more impoverished environment required submis‑
sion to companionate ideals. Being choosier is a modern luxury, one that 
increases the time it takes to find a mate, and the risk of failing to attract a 
mate, thus reducing women’s reproductive period.129 Scandinavian welfare 
societies seem to amplify choosiness. Generous public support is meant to 
contribute to higher fertility but can also have the opposite effect through 
raising women’s standards for a long‑term mate. The twenty‑first‑century 
environment seems to have made biparental care so optional that many 
women, like Amanda, are driven to place even greater maladaptive empha‑
sis on good genetic quality.130

Considering the stakes of our present era’s mating dysfunction, it has 
become imperative to develop a better understanding of how mismatch 
motivates behaviors that run counter to our own interests.131 Men and 
women are at an alarming rate opting out of mating.132 Of Americans 
under age 30, 47% are single. Only 50% of single men express an interest 
in short‑ or long‑term mating, down from 61% in 2019. Single women 
are even more demotivated: only 35% are looking to mate.133 Over the 
past two decades, past‑year sexual inactivity among young men rose from 
19 to 31%.134 Another survey indicates that from 2008 to 2018, virgin‑
ity among men under age 30 rose from around 8 to 27%.135 After dating 
apps were introduced, low‑value men suffered increasing discrimination, 
but women kept having sex at previous levels.136 This seems now to have 
become unsatisfying. A recent survey found that among American women, 
past‑year sexual inactivity has risen to 32%.137

These and other statistics attest to deep dysfunction. The increasing 
competition, exploitation, and hopelessness that mark twenty‑first‑century 
mating motivate, among a growing number of men and women, an aver‑
sion against participating. The British author, podcaster, and rapper Zuby 
believes that older people do not realize how drastically things have 
changed:

I think it’s fair to say that most people who have been out of the dating 
market for 10+ years . . . MASSIVELY underestimate the amount of 
nonsense that young men and women are now dealing with. If it’s 15+ 
years, no chance. It’s a crapshow. If you have a good man or a good 
woman who loves you, hold on to them for dear life. You don’t want to 
be out in these streets. It’s a mess.138

Sigurd and Half of Malmö offer insights into the individual and social 
mechanisms that drive this frustration. A better understanding of sex dif‑
ferences and mating markets could help people adjust their expectations 
and strategies in a productive manner. Such insights may also help the sexes 
sympathize more with each other’s respective plights. At the beginning of 
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this chapter, when Axfors and Barr insisted that “men” have the power on 
mating markets, they disregarded the lived experience of more than 80% 
of men.139 Axfors’s reframing of men’s low expectations as a privilege that 
provides more choices and “relational power” is similar to presenting pov‑
erty as liberating. When Romare interpreted “guys” to be less interested in 
second dates,140 she did not sufficiently consider the filtration to which she 
had subjected the male dating pool before she sat across from attractive, 
short‑term‑oriented men.141

The way in which Nossen and Rustad rejected the title Sigurd Can’t 
Get Laid exemplifies a common blindness to how women’s increasing 
discrimination of the lowest‑value men has detrimental effects on many 
men’s quality of life.142 A survey found that 82% of incels have consid‑
ered suicide.143 From an evolutionary perspective, happiness is a reward 
we experience for solving adaptively relevant problems.144 Nothing is more 
central to adaptivity than reproduction.145 When men are excluded from 
short‑ and long‑term mating, their well‑being system is meant to go into 
high alert to signal that they are failing at the core task of all life: to repli‑
cate DNA. Sensations of ill‑being and depression are your organism telling 
your conscious self that your strategies are failing—that you should pursue 
new ones. Rustad is therefore misguided when she insists that a lack of inti‑
macy is ill‑suited for explaining Sigurd’s depression. She is right, however, 
in fearing that the connection between inceldom and male ill‑being can 
contribute to what she calls “toxic masculinity.”146 Grunau et al. found 
that unwanted celibacy predicts male misogyny.147 Brooks et al. found an 
increase in incel‑related tweets from areas with a deficit of women, where 
men struggle even more to find a partner.148

There is a connection between being excluded from mating and misogy‑
nistic behavior, but—importantly—only a small minority of incels resort to 
such antisociality. Mostly, they just feel bad. The combination of increased 
stratification and confluent ideals results in a growing number of men feel‑
ing worse about missing out. In Finland, men want more sex now than 
before.149 This is unfortunate, as from 1992 to 2015, the number of men 
who struggled to find a partner doubled. Concurrently, the number of 
male virgins increased.150 The incel movement tries to bring attention to 
how this social evolution contributes to male suffering. Their agenda is 
“to claim rational status . . . and reframe their situation of involuntary 
celibacy as a legitimate life circumstance.”151 Western cultures continuing 
to conceptualize incels as angry, irrational men against whom society must 
protect itself, is unlikely to make things better.152

Beyond Ridicule and Belittlement

The question is not whether being deprived of mating makes incels feel 
bad—because it does, similarly to how being deprived of pair‑bonding 
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can make insings feel bad.153 A more challenging question is why this 
increasing male marginalization has not become a greater problem for 
society at large. William Costello and David Buss propose the Male 
Sedation Hypothesis to explain why Western incels have not become 
even more destructive.154 Terrorist attacks that have cost dozens of lives 
naturally are gruesome for those affected but pale against historical 
experience. As I covered in Chapter 1, societies with high incel rates 
traditionally have suffered an increase in social instability, crime, vio‑
lence against women, and aggressive and risk‑taking behaviors—a phe‑
nomenon known as the young male syndrome.155 The Male Sedation 
Hypothesis engages why our era’s high rate of sexual inactivity has not 
burdened the West with groups similar to the Vikings, Boko Haram, 
and other antisocial movements that throughout history have attracted 
young men with poor mating prospects. Costello and Buss hypothesize 
that online worlds, such as porn and gaming, provide a counterfeit sense 
of sexual and status fulfillment.156 Instead of joining wars, colonial con‑
quest, or the overthrow of governments, today’s incels mostly mastur‑
bate and pretend to be soldiers in front of screens.157 For greater society, 
such behavior is preferable, but this reality should, ideally, motivate 
more sympathy than derision.158

Similarly, we should sympathize with the struggles of insings. Men 
should not evaluate the experiences of women from a perspective of male 
mate preferences. Understandably, average men could find it hard to 
sympathize when Romare accounts for the distress her mother suffered 
after joining Facebook Dating.159 In a few hours, the 58‑year‑old received 
requests from 400 to 500 men. Every minute, a new man expressed inter‑
est. For men who mostly face rejection and silence, such attention could 
appear utopian, but women experience these dynamics differently. They 
are to no greater extent able to free themselves from their evolved mate 
preferences than what men are; human agency is not as powerful as por‑
trayed by modern, liberal ideology.160 The fact that Romare was unable to 
stop dating attractive men who only wanted sex, without her understand‑
ing why, could be made fun of, which some have done. But ridiculing 
each other’s mating challenges does not promote better communication 
between the sexes.

Romare’s confusion is far from unique. A Norwegian influencer expresses 
similar views with regard to the men she finds most compelling on Tinder: 
“Those I find interesting are not interested in anything serious or want 
‘something simple’ that does not challenge them in any way.”161 She is not 
the only disgruntled dater who complains publicly about today’s “men,” 
as a consequence of her own inability to distinguish between “men” and 
“short‑term‑oriented, high‑value men.” Linn Leigland deleted Tinder after 
having had to “kiss many frogs disguised as princes,” by which she means 
men who have sex with more than one woman. These experiences made 
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her “a worse, sadder, and more cynical person.”162 Hilde Nordlund rages 
against “fuckboys in their forties.”163 Johanne Bille concludes, after years 
of postcoital rejections, that men lack depth.164

Incels and insings are easy to ridicule and belittle. As marginalized 
groups, they are so new to the modern Western attention that we are yet 
to develop the cultural scripts that grant them the sympathy they deserve. 
This chapter’s fictional case studies offer insights into how painful their 
experiences can be and how large of a shadow erotic and romantic fail‑
ures can cast on individual lives. Villainizing men who suffer involuntary 
celibacy is not a constructive way forward, and neither is diminishing the 
pain felt by women who remain single because they are unable to resist the 
temptation of serially dating higher‑value men. Both incels and insings fall 
victim to our evolved mate preferences.

Communities that gain a deeper understanding of what these prefer‑
ences are could experience better intersexual communication, which might 
aid men and women in finding more functional ways to mate—in the short 
run. In the long run, mating seems about to be transformed beyond recog‑
nition. A better understanding of how we arrived at the beliefs and prac‑
tices that mark today’s mating, could be of help also when we must adapt 
to the technologies of the Fourth Industrial Revolution. Android spouses, 
AI‑driven partner matches, and genetically modified babies grown in artifi‑
cial wombs are among the innovations expected to transform human lives 
and living in the generations ahead. The Fourth Sexual Revolution could 
make the three previous mating transitions pale in comparison.

Notes

	 1	 Larsen, “Historicist Cosmopolitanism”; Larsen, Master‑Narrative Transitions.
	 2	 Fukuyama, The End of History.
	 3	 Nate Schenkkan and Sarah Repucci, “The Freedom House Survey for 2018: 

Democracy in Retreat,” Journal of Democracy 30.2 (2019): 100–14.
	 4	 Gelles‑Watnick, “For Valentine’s Day.”
	 5	 Bergløff, “Det nye singelnorge”; Fry and Parker, “Rising Share.”
	 6	 Vollset et al., “Fertility.”
	 7	 “Incel” is one of those terms that in the contemporary discourse is given two 

distinct meanings, but mostly used as if one of the definitions is the obvious 
one. The more neutral meaning is that an incel is a man who is involun‑
tary celibate. The more derogatory meaning refers to misogynist men who 
threaten violence on incel forums. Men who self‑identify—or are referred 
to—as incels therefore risk being grouped in with people who are feared, 
hated, and attacked. I use the neutral definition of the term. On incel forums, 
the incel definition often relates to how long it has been since a man has had 
sex. Requirements seem to range from six months to five years of sexual inac‑
tivity, not counting prostitution. Others take a more holistic view of a man’s 
life, meaning that you cannot identify as an incel later in life if you previously 
had access to copulation and pair‑bonding; Eirik Sande, “Verdiløse menn: En 



Incels & Insings  221

kvalitativ studie av kjønn, erotisk kapital og fellesskap blant incels på inter‑
nett,” thesis, Norwegian University of Science and Technology, 2021, 37–8.

	 8	 Depending on the environment, incels in the West comprise perhaps 10–35% 
of male populations; Ingraham, “Young Male Virginity on the Rise”; Ueda 
et al., “Trends in Frequency”; Lena Lindgren, “Hva er det som egentlig feiler 
incels,” Morgenbladet, September 30, 2022.

	 9	 William Costello and David M. Buss, “Why Isn’t There More Incel Violence?” 
Adaptive Human Behavior and Physiology 9 (2023): 252–9.

	 10	 William Costello et al., “The Mating Psychology of Incels (Involuntary Celi‑
bates): Misfortunes, Misperceptions, and Misrepresentations,” 2023 preprint.

	 11	 Sande, “Verdiløse menn.”
	 12	 Joona Räsänen, “Sexual Loneliness: A Neglected Public Health Problem?” 

Bioethics (2023).
	 13	 Baumeister, Is There Anything Good about Men? A common estimate is 

that of all women who reached adulthood, 80% reproduced. For men, the 
assumed proportion is 40%.

	 14	 Coontz, Marriage, a History.
	 15	 Brooks et al., “Effects of Gender Inequality.”
	 16	 Rob Brooks, Artificial Intimacy: Virtual Friends, Digital Lovers, and Algo‑

rithmic Matchmakers (New York: Columbia University Press, 2021).
	 17	 Argyle, “Causes and Correlates of Happiness”; Diener et al., “Similarity of 

the Relations”; Grover and Helliwell, “How’s Life at Home?”; Costello et al., 
“Levels of Well‑Being Among Men Who Are Incel”; Bjørn Grinde, “The Con‑
tribution of Sex to Quality of Life in Modern Societies,” Applied Research in 
Quality of Life (2021).

	 18	 Bainbridge, “Demographic Collapse”; Eberstadt, “Can America Cope with 
Demographic Decline?”; Peter Zeihan, The End of the World is Just the 
Beginning (New York: HarperCollins, 2022).

	 19	 Apostolou, Sexual Selection in Homo sapiens.
	 20	 Goetz et al., “Evolutionary Mismatch in Mating”; Kennair and Biegler, “Con‑

flicting Tastes”; Biegler and Kennair, “Sisterly Love.”
	 21	 Buss, The Evolution of Desire. Since men often place great value on part‑

ner variety, a small proportion of men can cater to a large proportion of 
women on the short‑term market. Attesting to men’s higher sociosexuality 
is how gay and bisexual men have 6–8 times more sex partners than het‑
erosexual men; Catherine H. Mercer et al., “The Health and Well‑Being of 
Men who Have Sex with Men (MSM) in Britain: Evidence from the Third 
National Survey of Sexual Attitudes and Lifestyles (Natsal‑3),” BMC Pub‑
lic Health 16 (2016): 525.

	 22	 Buss and Schmitt, “Sexual Strategies Theory.”
	 23	 Argyle, “Causes and Correlates of Happiness”; Diener et al., “Similarity of 

the Relations”; Grover and Helliwell, “How’s Life at Home?”; Menelaos 
et al., “What are Romantic Relationships Good for?”; https://ifstudies.org/
blog/married‑people‑are‑living‑their‑best‑lives.

	 24	 Campbell, “The Morning after the Night Before”; Fernandes et al., “Are Neg‑
ative Postcoital Emotions a Product of Evolutionary Adaptation?; Leif E. O. 
Kennair et al., “Sexual Regret: Tests of Competing Explanations of Sex Differ‑
ences,” Evolutionary Psychology 14.4 (2016): 1–9; Leif E. O. Kennair et al., 
“Sexual Regret,” in Todd. K. Shackelford & Viviana A. Weekes‑Shackelford, 
eds., Encyclopedia of Evolutionary Psychological Science (Cham: Springer 
International Publishing, 2018), 1–5; Leif E. O. Kennair et  al., “Why do 

https://ifstudies.org/blog/married-people-are-living-their-best-lives
https://ifstudies.org/blog/married-people-are-living-their-best-lives


222  Incels & Insings

Women Regret Casual Sex More than Men Do?” Personality and Individual 
Differences 127 (2018): 61–7.

	 25	 Brooke A. Scelza, “Choosy but not Chaste: Multiple Mating in Human 
Females,” Evolutionary Anthropology 22.5 (2013): 259–69.

	 26	 Maryanne L. Fisher et al., eds., Evolution’s Empress: Darwinian Perspectives 
on the Nature of Women (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2013); Maryanne 
L. Fisher and Catherine Bourgeois, Special Issue: Beyond the Ingénue: Current 
Evolutionary Perspectives of Women, Evolutionary Behavioral Sciences 14.1 
(2020): 1–5.

	 27	 Jaimie Arona Krems et al., “Lay Beliefs about Gender and Sexual Behavior: 
First Evidence for a Pervasive, Robust (but Seemingly Unfounded) Stereo‑
type,” Psychological Science 32.6 (2021): 871–89.

	 28	 Buss and Schmitt, “Evolutionary Psychology and Feminism.”
	 29	 For instance, Kathryn A. Baselice, “Analyzing Incels through the Lens of 

Evolutionary Psychology,” Culture and Evolution (2022); Blake and Brooks, 
“Societies Should not Ignore their Incel Problem”; Costello et al., “Levels of 
Well‑Being Among Men Who Are Incel”; Bruce Hoffman et al., “Assessing the 
Threat of Incel Violence,” Studies in Conflict & Terrorism 43 (2020): 565–87; 
Brandon Sparks et al., “Involuntary Celibacy: A Review of Incel Ideology and 
Experiences with Dating, Rejection, and Associated Mental Health and Emo‑
tional Sequelae,” Current Psychiatry Reports 24 (2022): 731–40; Brandon 
Sparks et  al., “One is the Loneliest Number: Involuntary Celibacy (Incel), 
Mental Health, and Loneliness,” Current Psychology (2023); Ruth Rebecca 
Tietjen and Sanna K. Tirkkonen, “The Rage of Lonely Men: Loneliness and 
Misogyny in the Online Movement of ‘Involuntary Celibates’ (Incels),” Topoi 
(2023).

	 30	 For instance, Perry, The Case Against the Sexual Revolution; Illouz, The End 
of Love; Harrington, Feminism Against Progress.

	 31	 Anna Axfors, “Horace verkar ha rätt—dejting är som et krig,” Svenska Dag‑
bladet, February 12, 2022, 38–9.

	 32	 Regine Stokstad, “Dumpet av halve Malmö,” Dagens Næringsliv, December 
22, 2021, https://www.dn.no/d2/bok/amanda‑romare/dating/bok/dumpet‑av‑
halve‑malmo/2‑1‑1113780. Tinder users swipe right on the profiles of people 
whom they would like to get to know. If both parties swipe right, a chat win‑
dow opens that allows them to communicate.

	 33	 Linus Kuhlin, “Amanda Romare ger röst åt inceltjejerna,” Varbergsposten, 
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Conclusion
The Upcoming Fourth 
Sexual Revolution

We can find both inspiration and consolation in studying the past. Our pre‑
sent era’s mating dysfunction does not entail Western communities stand‑
ing for the first time in front of something that could feel like an abyss, one 
we might not be able to traverse. Our mating beliefs are so foundational 
that transitions can feel not only unworkable but sacrilegious. Our biologi‑
cal impulses may also work counter to what a new social order requires. 
It typically took two to three centuries to wean European communities 
off the Marriage and Family Practices (MFPs) that had undergirded their 
polygynous kinship societies.1 Church MFPs had to be imposed with pro‑
longed indoctrination and coercion. All of the transitions we have inves‑
tigated were bemoaned and resisted. Edward Shorter writes that, when 
the EMP unraveled in the mid‑eighteenth century, there was a crescendo 
of complaints about the immorality of the young. People had perhaps not 
been as morally outraged since their ancestors had admonished the sexual 
laxness of the fifteenth century.2 The Modern Breakthrough was also seen 
as an abomination, representing a secularization of thought and behav‑
ior that some feared would make God abandon the West. In the interwar 
years, it could appear as if their fears had not been unfounded; a drop 
in fertility below replacement levels triggered concerns similar to those 
we have today. Scandinavia responded with social democratic welfare to 
incentivize baby‑making, and other Western nations responded similarly. 
Post‑World War II optimism and prosperity took care of the rest.3

The journey of Western mating chronicled in this study suggests that we 
should have a chance at solving also today’s challenges. We never failed 
before. Psychologically, it has been costly having to adapt to a succession 
of mating moralities; for equanimity, stability is preferable. But, from the 
perspective of our genes, this study has traced a phenomenal success. At the 
time of the First Sexual Revolution, around 360 million people inhabited 
the planet—by the Second, 770 million.4 By the Third Sexual Revolution, 
the innovation unleashed by the Church’s dissolving of conformist kinship 
societies had provided technology that fed 3.5 billion humans.5 Between 
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the First and Second Sexual Revolutions, the nuptial valve of the EMP had 
underpinned a cultural evolution that led to industrial revolutions that 
would greatly reduce Malthusian restraints. As we near the Fourth Sexual 
Revolution, we have living replicas of more than 8 billion human DNA. 
From a global evolutionary perspective, these sexual revolutions have, so 
far, been astoundingly adaptive. They have also put us in exceptional peril. 
In addition to a demographic collapse, we face challenges from—just to 
mention a few—climate change, resource strain, nuclear war, and a line 
of existential threats arising from the technologies of the Fourth Industrial 
Revolution.6

If the human success story is to continue, it seems imperative that we 
forge a new global order. Historian Yuval Harari fears that, in the short 
run, the economics of automation and artificial intelligence (AI) will 
impoverish many countries, triggering mass emigration and global insta‑
bility. Physicist Max Tegmark fears that if we fail to get AI right, there is 
a 50% risk of our species going extinct by 2100.7 For these and several 
other challenges, there seems only to exist global solutions. In this con‑
text, as often is the case, mating might not intuitively seem that important. 
But, as always, our mating practices comprise the foundation upon which 
everything else rests. Which moralities for copulation, pair‑bonding, and 
reproduction could optimize for global cooperation and well‑being, I do 
not know; we will have to find out—this is one of the great challenges of 
our time. As we in the years ahead consider which practices could be better 
suited for our new environment, we should resist the intuitions that tell us 
that our current mating beliefs and practices are superior. A deeper under‑
standing of how we got to where we are can help us accept the relativity of 
our beliefs. Drawing insights from the hominin journey might also help us 
better perceive what our options are and which practices could lead to bet‑
ter lives for more people. After recounting this 6‑million‑year journey, and 
the insights we can draw from it, I share how a handful of Scandinavian 
storytellers envision the future of mating.

A Heart Divided by Sexual Revolutions

As far as I know, I am the first to conceptualize today’s Western mating 
as a result of three sexual revolutions. In pop culture, there is only the 
sexual revolution, that of the 1960s. In 1975, Edward Shorter connected 
his era’s transformation to that of the mid‑eighteenth century, referring to 
these as the First and Second Sexual Revolutions.8 More recent research on 
the origins of modernity makes me include the Gregorian Reform, which 
established lifelong monogamy as the only acceptable frame for copulation 
and pair‑bonding.9 This was the revolution that set the West on a unique 
course. I am not convinced that the sexual revolution, the third one, will be 
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considered an independent one if there are scholars around a century from 
now. If we place primacy on who the authority is in matters of mating, 
1968 represented but the culmination of what accelerated from around 
1750. The First Sexual Revolution had transferred authority from the kin 
group to the nuclear family. The Second Sexual Revolution granted the 
power of mate selection to the individual—although it would take more 
than two centuries before the Western environment could support a uni‑
versalization of this unprecedented change, that is, to allow “free love” 
both on long‑ and short‑term markets.10

Never before had human communities granted such independence. 
Homo sapiens had been “the only species on the planet where males are 
selected by other males for reproductive purposes.”11 Much of today’s mat‑
ing dysfunction results from how we are still trying to adapt to this regime 
of individual choice, which was made possible but also complicated by 
effective contraceptives. No wonder we remain confused. For such transi‑
tions, half a century is not much. These decades have also been marked 
by enormous social and technological change, which further complicates 
our search for a new equilibrium. My impression is that we are in the pro‑
cess of realizing that no equilibrium exists. The confluent utopia of “free 
love” was meant to liberate women—and men—from cultural oppression 
so that members of both sexes could live out their innate desires. Instead, 
low‑value men are excluded from short‑term markets. Women get “free 
sex” with the high‑value men they desire the most but rarely their love. Sig‑
urd the Incel and Amanda the Insing symbolize that the confluent regime is 
now peaking, similar to what the romantic one did in the 1950s. When we 
have revealed that the utopia of our mating ideology is, in fact, a utopia, it 
is time to move on. Even if there was a confluent equilibrium to be found, 
it would be short‑lived. The upcoming Fourth Sexual Revolution—which 
I symbolically place in 202912—will force us to search for new solutions.

These are the four revolutions of my typology, but to understand why 
today’s mating markets are increasingly burdened by stratification, margin‑
alization, and discontent, we must consider two more sexual revolutions. 
Our mating practices are best understood from a historical perspective of 
five deep transitions.13 In the typology I devised for this study, I did not 
include the first transitions since early hominins and the first agricultur‑
alists did not leave recorded fiction to which I could dedicate separate 
chapters. Were I not an evolutionary literary critic, I may have offered six 
sexual revolutions, including the upcoming one (Figure 11.1).14

The first, most consequential transition—the Pair‑Bonding Revolution 
of our hominin forebears—informs the conflicting impulses of our divided 
hearts. Without this transition, we would not have evolved to become such 
brainy apes,15 but it left our lineage with two disparate attraction systems.16 
Early hominins had practiced the most common form of reproduction for 
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vertebrates. Promiscuous mating allows populations to adapt more effec‑
tively to environmental change, as strong sexual selection more quickly 
spreads beneficial genes than if a population breeds monogamously or 
had to rely on natural selection alone. The promiscuous attraction sys‑
tem of hominin females compelled them to mate predominantly with 
the most successful males. Females gradually faced a more complicated 
choice. A changing ecology made it an increasingly beneficial strategy to 
have fathers contribute with calories and protection. To motivate males to 
become such fathers, and females to breed also with low‑value males, both 
sexes evolved a pair‑bonding attraction system, one that motivated coop‑
eration through the offspring’s most vulnerable phase. The Pair‑Bonding 
Revolution began 4–6 million years ago and was completed around 2 mil‑
lion years ago, when monogamous pair‑bonds had become the Homo 
norm.17 This transition—the evolution of romantic love—created humans, 
as there would have been no genus Homo without it.18 But it left our hearts 
divided—or expressed less poetically, the Pair‑Bonding Revolution compli‑
cated the biochemical algorithm of human attraction.

Females still felt strongly drawn to the most attractive males, but as 
increasingly needy offspring had made paternal investment highly advan‑
tageous, necessity drove assortative mating. Conceivably, females could 
have continued to get genetic contributions from superior males while hav‑
ing lower‑value males work for the good of their offspring, but evolution 
did not turn male hominins into the equivalent of worker ants. Our male 
ancestors were mostly willing to help out if the female allowed them to 
directly further their genetic legacy—or at least believe that they did.

Some men had such superior genes that the resulting hunting prow‑
ess, or social position, let them provide for multiple mates. This diversity 
did not drive rampant woman-hoarding, as the forager ecology restricted 
polygynous practices. During the last few tens of thousands of years in 
the run up to the agricultural revolution, increasing social complexity and 
stratification empowered superior men,19 but the forager mating pattern 
remained intact. Their communities consisted of pairs of provisioning men 
and largely faithful women, plus a few polygynists and promiscuous mat‑
ers.20 Functionality required that mating decisions primarily be guided by 
people’s pair‑bonding attraction system. To convince individuals of the 
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necessity of this—and of much else—our species had developed a new 
technology: made‑up stories.21 Around campfires at night, children likely 
heard tales that told them how to deal with desire, increase their status, 
and attract a suitable mate. These stories conveyed the norms and val‑
ues appropriate for their distinct community regarding serial monogamy, 
extrapair copulation, and polygynous aspirations. After our species’ crea‑
tive revolution around 70,000 years ago,22 our capacity for fiction has let 
us impart morality via invented stories. We moderns would perhaps find 
these campfire tales surprisingly liberal, as the forager ecology permitted a 
level of individual freedom that the agricultural one would not.

The Neolithic Revolution tied our ancestors to fields. To protect these 
fields, they had to organize in tight‑knit, sedentary kin groups, typically 
with strong patriarchal hierarchies. The men at the top could control 
agricultural surpluses—or, in the case of pastoralism, the surpluses from 
herds—which allowed them to provide for many women and their off‑
spring. The Neolithic Revolution drove an increase in polygyny and life‑
long pair‑bonds. In the millennia that followed, practices varied between 
environments. Good times generally drove social stratification, which led 
to more polygyny. Bad times generally made fewer men able to afford 
several women, which drove monogamy.23 Really bad times required dif‑
ferent adaptations. Historian Jenny Jochens suggests that “during periods 
of wandering and endemic warfare,” such as the Migration Period (300–
700), among the Germanic tribes, “copulation that impregnated females 
was driven primarily by male sexual aggression.”24 This “marriage by cap‑
ture” resulted from how the era’s instability complicated more formalized 
mating arrangements.

To us modern humanists, such assaults on individuals are inexcusable. 
The impersonal prosociality that emerged after the First Sexual Revolution 
made us grant generous rights and affordances even to strangers. The agri‑
cultural age’s kinship morality had driven strong outgroup animosity that 
justified the murder and rape of nonkin. The mating morality of heroic 
love was an integral part of this worldview—one of us versus everyone 
else. Again, practices varied, and we do not want to overly generalize, but 
the post‑Neolithic kin group epoch was clearly distinct from that of forag‑
ers and that which succeeded the First Sexual Revolution. Naturally, not 
all pair‑bonds were best understood as a result of patriarchal dominance. 
Nor did all women live in constant fear of having to submit to someone 
who had murdered their husband or father. Most of the time, life went 
dully on. This epoch’s ideology of mating can profitably be conceptual‑
ized as heroic love, but through all times, Homo couples have bonded in 
ways that align with several of this study’s mating moralities. The com‑
panionate ethos has always marked many marriages, as it also does today. 
Romantic love has existed at all times, although its strong emotions have 
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been expressed differently depending on the cultural context. Some peo‑
ple copulated and pair‑bonded in accordance with confluent ideals eons 
before Anthony Giddens popularized the term. Libertine love has been 
perennially compelling to some. We find practices evocative of courtly love 
in the literature of many environments after periods of strong economic 
growth.25 Queer love, too, has existed everywhere and always, under vari‑
ous extents of oppression.

I employed these terms primarily to describe an era’s hegemonic mat‑
ing ideology, not actual relationships. In Figure I.1, I listed these loves 
consecutively across time, but the type of mating they describe was not 
historical Western inventions. These forms of love, and others, exist as 
part of our mating repertoire. They contribute to Homo sapiens’ excep‑
tional flexibility when responding to environmental demands. Even heroic 
love remains part of this repertoire. In certain contexts—typically lawless, 
impoverished ones—we can still be drawn to submit to a powerful mate 
for protection. As, over the past millennium, the modern world emerged, 
Westerners drew on different parts of this repertoire to facilitate mating 
that fit their transforming communities. The concept of evoked culture—
from Leda Cosmides and John Tooby, who pioneered evolutionary psy‑
chology—engages how not all culture is transmitted, that is, learned from 
previous generations or neighboring peoples. All humans share universal, 
evolved information‑processing mechanisms that are context‑dependent. 
When our ecology changes, certain cultural and behavioral responses are 
evoked based on predispositions.26 This is also the case with mating.27 
As I return to later in this chapter, today’s environment seems to evoke 
in many women a polygynous mindset,28 which—in our monogamous 
regime—drives promiscuity to the detriment of reproduction. A millen‑
nium ago, Europeans had a monogamous mindset evoked by a confluence 
of novelties.

Night Courting and Bicycles

As Baumard et al. substantiated, high‑medieval growth evoked in Euro‑
peans a desire to pair‑bond guided more by emotions.29 This romantic 
impulse happened to coincide with the feudal transition, which dissolved 
kin groups and submitted powerful men to universal law. No longer 
should marriage primarily be a commercial contract between families. Nor 
should high‑status men rape women. The Church even insisted that, no 
matter how abundant a man’s resources were, he should only mate with 
one woman. To complicate matters more, that one woman had to consent 
to both sex and marriage. The First Sexual Revolution was a radical one.

In the Norse region, the Icelandic sagas undermined the previous ethos 
that had justified assaults and woman-hoarding. Across Europe, tales of 
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courtly love conveyed ways of thinking around mating that promoted all 
of these changes. We cannot establish a causality of influence from fiction 
to behavior, as cultural changes are too complex to untangle to what extent 
stories affect or merely reflect reality. But as my early chapters showed, fic‑
tion can offer valuable insights into the minds of those who struggled with 
this transition. We can discern their strategies and how cultural psychology 
evolves. As we saw, Tristrams saga embodied both the morality and social‑
ity that would transform Europe in the centuries that followed.

To a far greater extent than the Second and Third Sexual Revolutions, 
the First was imposed top‑down. Christian or courtly notions of the ideal 
pair‑bond were not implemented wholesale. A mating practice that was par‑
ticularly prominent in the Nordic region exemplifies how local communities 
adapted to lofty moralities. What contributed to the end of this practice 
exemplifies another lesson: how new technology can make dysfunctional 
what used to work. Night courting became common in many communities 
after the First Sexual Revolution. This was a bottom‑up response to doc‑
trinal inflexibility. The era’s regime of companionate love granted parents 
the greatest authority in mate selection, and the reigning ideology insisted 
that copulation should not occur until the wedding night. Folk psychology 
convinced some communities that a more flexible approach could facilitate 
better mate selection. To allow young people to explore on their own who 
might be a good match for whom, people often looked the other way when 
young men, in the dark of night, visited potential mates.

In one version of night courting, the girl hosts the boy on a loft, or 
somewhere else on the farm, serving him food and drink. After a period, 
having entertained multiple prospects, the girl lets it be known whom she 
likes best. Her chosen mate then asks the father for her hand in marriage. 
In another version, the girl and the visiting boy lie on the bed together, fully 
clothed, while talking through the night. Scholars disagree on how sexual‑
ized night courting was. Considering how up to half of Norwegian brides 
were pregnant, “fully clothed” seems to have been open to interpretation. 
We can imagine the nocturnal negotiations, hormonal teenagers weighing 
God against desire, moving step by step toward what would bind them for 
life; night courting was an efficacious compromise. While the official line 
on premarital sex was unmistakable, there were varying extents of unspo‑
ken acceptance for young people having one sex partner, as long as both 
understood that they had to get married once the girl became pregnant. It 
is reasonable to assume that parents with sufficient resources to support 
the newlyweds would be more open to night courting than those whose 
offspring would have to accumulate resources before they could establish 
neolocal residence.

The novel technology that in some regions made night courting less 
functional was the bicycle. Even a community’s most attractive bachelors 
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could only walk so far in a night. This had limited boys’ courting range in 
a functional manner, making courtship more assortative. With the spread 
of the bicycle, attractive boys could more easily woo several girls at a time, 
increasing the risk for local drama and multiple pregnancies.30 This exam‑
ple represents the foundational challenge with individual choice, one that 
has marked every ideological turn of Western mating. Women’s highly dis‑
criminatory promiscuous attraction system draws them to a small minor‑
ity of men. These men also tend to be more immediately compelling to 
women’s pair‑bonding attraction system. Due to the difference between 
male and female mate preferences, women can often get sexual access to 
these high‑value men, but there are not enough of them for every woman 
to pair‑bond with one.

Before effective contraceptives and legal abortion, having sex with a 
man unwilling to bond could result in high costs being imposed on the 
woman. Pre‑Third Sexual Revolution mating moralities must be under‑
stood in this context. Arranged marriage and premarital chastity were 
means that affected women’s mating emotions in a manner that facilitated 
assortative mating; they were meant to reconcile the conflicting impulses of 
the female heart. Night courting was also an effective means for as long as 
mostly long‑term‑oriented, similar‑value boys were given the opportunity 
to trigger the girl’s love mechanism through long nights of talking under a 
shared blanket.31 In monogamous regimes, suitable courtship practices are 
those that give men and women sufficient time to get to know each other, 
so that if they are compatible, their pair‑bonding attraction systems have 
time to work their neural magic.

In the earlier polygynous regimes, mate distribution had largely been 
a patriarchal responsibility. Not that the mate preferences of individuals 
did not matter, but whom young women—and men—desired tended to 
be less important. The First Sexual Revolution triggered a cultural evo‑
lution which, gradually, let female mate preferences become the main 
driver of mating games. After this transition set Western women on a 
path of empowerment, a perennial concern has been how to engender 
morality that counters certain female mating impulses, especially those 
driving hypergyny, that is, women’s desire for higher‑value mates.32 
Extrapair copulation—and female promiscuity in general—tend to be 
directed at men with whom they would be less likely to pair‑bond in a 
monogamous regime.33 In The Unfaithful Wife, we saw these predispo‑
sitions play out. Such dynamics inform why, when Western moralities 
have cracked down on unsanctioned mating, the heavier moral bur‑
den has tended to befall women. This begs the question: what about 
men’s impulses, could not they be countered? Why did the Church 
delegitimize—or even demonize—female sexuality every time it decided 
to restrain promiscuity?
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Previously, in passing, I offered the answer that women are the sexual 
selectors. This is a complicated issue, but I think the answer, at the deep‑
est level, has to do with women’s greater choosiness for short‑term mates. 
In markets of individual choice—such as those in today’s West or that for 
illicit copulation in The Unfaithful Wife—it is primarily the woman who 
decides if courtship will result in sex. Morality that imposes large costs 
on non‑marital copulation motivates women to reject men. Still, could it 
not be an alternative to impose so large costs on promiscuous men that 
they refrained from soliciting unsanctioned sex? Theoretically, perhaps; 
history does not lack examples of men severely punished for illicit sex. 
Grave sanctions do influence behavior, but men are so much more strongly 
driven to pursue new partners that it would require a lot more to discour‑
age them.34 Through our evolutionary past, women have to a significant 
extent rewarded promiscuous men with mating opportunity, which has 
shaped male psychology. Biologist Robert Smith writes, “The biological 
irony of the double standard is that males could not have been selected for 
promiscuity if historically females had always denied them opportunity for 
expression of the trait.”35

This perspective does not justify the Church’s oppression of female sexu‑
ality but illuminates why men’s sexuality evolved as it did, which informed 
the Church’s antipromiscuity strategies. From an evolutionary perspec‑
tive, nothing was more important to our male ancestors than to attract a 
mate with whom they could reproduce. The men who failed—which was 
more than half of them36—did not become our ancestors. Facing strong 
sexual competition, a promiscuous drive often gave men an advantage, as 
did a hunger for power. Patriarchal structures can be explained by men’s 
desire for amassing resources and status, but this desire evolved because 
females reward the males who succeed in such power games.37 If women’s 
mate preferences had been different, men would be different. Evolutionary 
anthropologist Sarah Hrdy quips: “Men are one long breeding experiment 
run by women.”38 We cannot rule out that, in a different environment, a 
morality could have emerged that placed the greater moral burden on men 
for remaining chaste. But given Christian doctrine and the Germanic tribes’ 
patriarchal legacy, the Church seems to have opted for the most effective 
means at their disposal for restricting population growth, as infanticide 
was no longer an option.

A second question that could be asked is: why not let women live out 
their desire for mating with the most attractive men? After all, promis‑
cuous mating is the dominant form of reproduction for vertebrates. The 
Pair‑Bonding Revolution was but a response to a changed environment. 
The Fourth Sexual Revolution is set to be a response to a far more dramati‑
cally changed environment. For the sake of argument, we could imagine a 
more matriarchal order in which men with high mate value are distributed 
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for reproduction and recreational copulation, while lower‑value men are 
relegated to doing labor in service of societal needs. Similar to the mat‑
ing ideology I identified in Baby Jane, such a social order would form a 
symmetry with those underpinned by antiquity’s heroic love. Some com‑
munities are moving in this direction. As patriarchal structures have been 
dismantled more thoroughly in Scandinavia than anywhere else, a mat‑
ing regime has emerged that is slightly evocative of what I more provoca‑
tively outlined above, one that I elaborate on in the next section. Such an 
outcome seems inherent with Western modernity’s embrace of individual 
choice under the aegis of confluent love. Given the difference between the 
sexes’ mate preferences, one of the predictable outcomes of female empow‑
erment is an increasing marginalization of low‑value men.

The Gender Welfare Gap

The period from 1750 to 1968 can be viewed as one long negotiation over 
how to construct a mating regime that facilitates what increasingly indi‑
vidualistic Westerners desired: to choose their own mates. This was not 
primarily a question of morality, as two material prerequisites had to be 
in place. The first had been predicted by the authors of the Modern Break‑
through: women had to become financially independent. The other was 
effective contraceptives. Freed from needing male provisioning and able to 
disconnect copulation from reproduction, women were empowered to let 
their behavior be guided by the mate preferences that previous moralities 
had tried so hard to counter. In For Lydia, the protagonist gets to have a 
sexual relationship with whom she strongly desires but struggles to under‑
stand why the sexy, charming, and “almost too well‑proportioned” medi‑
cal student is unwilling to commit.39 Half a century later, to the protagonist 
in Half of Malmö, such dynamics are no more comprehensible.

Of my earlier case studies, only The Magic Goblet anticipates how female 
mate preferences under a regime of individual choice would drive a strong 
stratification between men. Emilie Flygare‑Carlén warned against giving 
in to these preferences. She encouraged women to select average‑value 
men, but only because her era’s women were socially and economically 
subjugated. What she would have advised for the twenty‑first century is 
anyone’s guess.

Ludvig Holberg predicted a class stratification, one that today plays out 
most prominently in the United States. To meet modern demands for run‑
ning a household of two working parents, well‑off couples hire precarious 
laborers who often cannot afford their own reproduction. Holberg did 
not suspect that modernity might lead to more men being excluded from 
pair‑bonding. This is understandable, considering the economics of pre‑
modern mating markets. Holberg observed how men used their greater 
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economic means to gain pair‑bonding opportunity with women younger 
and better‑looking than them, which his plays condemn. His oeuvre gives 
the impression that, under a regime of individual choice, assortative mat‑
ing will put men and women on equal footing. Holberg’s only specula‑
tion for what might happen once women made their own money was that 
the well‑off would find each other. In Bellman’s libertine fantasy world, 
too, mate attraction was not much of a problem. Tavern girls, like Ulla 
Winblad, let men pay their way to erotic and romantic adventures. Also 
in The Serious Game, female poverty facilitated men’s sexual opportunity.

Necessity has always been an important motivator for a significant 
proportion of the mating to which women have agreed. Female forag‑
ers were dependent on paternal contributions and male protection. Their 
pair‑bonding attraction system therefore only needed to evolve feelings of 
love that were strong enough to motivate assortative mating for women 
in relatively great need. In later social orders, too, necessity drove pair‑
bonding. In patriarchal kinship societies, women could hardly make it on 
their own. In feudal Europe, prostitution or dire poverty were mostly the 
alternatives to marriage. As the West industrialized, female employment 
paid pittances. These contexts strongly incentivized women to pair‑bond 
with the best available man—irrespective of his ability to arouse them.

Post‑Third Sexual Revolution gender equality empowered women to 
pay greater heed to the impulses of their attraction systems. No longer 
compelled by necessity, more women excluded the lowest‑value men from 
their pool of potential mates. Since then, female choosiness has increased 
in response to several environmental changes.40 The less women need men, 
the less likely they are to settle for someone who does not sufficiently 
arouse them—or have compelling enough resources. This predisposition 
has contributed to our era’s increasing singledom and decreasing fertility. 
As I covered earlier, other factors play in, but twenty‑first‑century decou‑
pling appears to be an important driver for the demographic collapse that 
will threaten societal well‑being in the generations ahead. Until the present 
era, individual impulses tempered by culture in a variety of environments 
led to functional equilibria; individual and communal concerns reconciled. 
In today’s West and in an increasing number of other regions, individual 
concerns have taken such precedence that communities are steering toward 
self‑eradication.

Unlike in the 1930s, when fertility had also decreased, the customary 
political means are no longer likely to work.41 Over the past generations, 
especially the Nordic nations have grown their welfare states so large that 
additional transfers are both politically unfeasible and unlikely to have 
a strong enough effect. In the American discourse around low fertility, 
a common argument is still that, to bring reproduction back to replace‑
ment levels, the obvious means are improved gender equality and more 
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generous welfare. The Norwegian experience suggests that such a strategy 
would not work. No country has more socially and economically empow‑
ered women. In a 2022 report, Statistics Norway calculated that the aver‑
age Norwegian woman, over a lifetime, receives $1.2 million more from 
the state than she pays in tax. The average man pays more in tax than 
he receives in support.42 This discrepancy pales the effect of the gender 
pay gap. Such a gender welfare gap, however, is functional. Women have 
lower‑paid professions, work shorter hours, are more absent from work, 
and live longer. They more often end up with child custody after break‑
ups. Generous welfare is crucial in order to cover reproductive costs in an 
environment of exceptionally high singledom. Scandinavia has the world’s 
highest occurrence of one‑person households: 43–46%.43 As I, in the Intro‑
duction chapter, cited David Buss regarding modern Scandinavia: “Tax‑
payers effectively provide women with what partners otherwise would.”44

In a sense, Nordic social democracy has achieved what hominin evolution 
could not, to make men provide for offspring that are not theirs. This social 
order was used to explain why, in 2010, while fertility rates elsewhere had 
long plummeted, Norway’s was as high as 2.0. Today, it is 1.4 and sinking.45 
When not even a transfer of $1.2 million—in addition to everything else that 
the Norwegian state does to ease the burden on parents—is enough to moti‑
vate sufficient reproduction, the political tool chest looks rather empty. Such 
intersex redistribution, while functional in many regards, might even have 
a net negative effect in terms of fertility. Economically independent women 
can, with greater ease, have children but can struggle to find a man they con‑
sider sufficiently compelling. Although women today may to a lesser extent 
need a man’s economic resources, their attraction systems are still drawn to 
success, which is a relative measure. A man’s prosperity is a strong predic‑
tor of his relationship status. As I cited in the Introduction chapter, 9 of 10 
Norwegian men with high salaries are pair‑bonded at age 40. Only 4 out of 
10 men with low salaries have the same status.46 As women gained increas‑
ing economic independence from 1985 to 2012, the proportion of men who 
had not reproduced by age 45 increased from 14 to 23%.47 Approximately 
over the same period, the proportion of Norwegians not in established rela‑
tionships increased from 24 to 33%.48 Again, we cannot establish precise 
causalities. Too much has changed during this period for us to untangle the 
effect of each influence. Still, a confluence of statistics suggests that equality 
and economic independence are among the factors that motivate women 
to aim their mating efforts at higher‑value men—to the detriment of pair‑
bonding and reproduction. This is becoming known as the Mating Crisis.49

In another sense—regarding mate distribution—we are in a place simi‑
lar to where our ancestors were before the First Sexual Revolution. Then, 
men hoarded women based on who did best in patriarchal power games. 
Today, men hoard women based on who is best at adapting to female 
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mate preferences on short‑ and long‑term markets. The power has shifted 
from men to women, but the outcome is similar: a few men have a high 
number of mates, while many men have few or none. Bellman’s libertine 
utopia has finally been implemented, but only the most attractive men get 
to participate. Between the First and Third Sexual Revolutions, the Church 
facilitated a uniquely egalitarian mating environment that made the mod‑
ern world possible, but this part of Western history is now over.

The above elements are why I suggested that Scandinavia has become 
slightly evocative of a matriarchal, promiscuous mating regime—although 
not to a sufficient extent to greatly benefit women. As low‑value men are 
increasingly excluded from mating, also women suffer greater singledom—
and more recently, sexual inactivity.50 Amanda’s struggles in Half of 
Malmö attest to how Anne Mellor’s criticism of the Romantics’ portrayal 
of women applies also today: “The role of liberated women in this utopia 
is but to love, without jealousy or envy or shame.”51 Like her fellow Swede 
Ulla Winblad, Amanda found that liberation means adapting to the prefer‑
ences of certain men. Instead of having engineered a poetically just revenge 
of the matriarchy, we have stumbled into a lose–lose regime of increasing 
distrust and despondency—as well as a looming demographic collapse.

In terms of the latter, no solutions appear workable. The political means 
that would be likely to significantly increase fertility all appear—from 
the perspective of our modern morality—too appalling to consider. We 
could reverse gender equality, impose poverty, reintroduce polygyny,52 
strengthen the patriarchy, deurbanize, prohibit contraceptives and abor‑
tion, and embrace collectivist ideology.53 I assume no takers. That is why 
I propose that we must look for deeper solutions, that is, to analyze the 
consequences of—and question—the mating morality that underpins 
today’s dysfunctional practices.

Sex Ratio Theory and Polygynous Mindsets

Baby Jane, Sigurd, and Half of Malmö contribute to such a scrutiny. These 
fictional tales engage different aspects of the marketization of mating that 
contribute to today’s malaise. Baby Jane stages how, informed by the 
morality of confluent love, sex and pair‑bonding can be treated as any 
other goods on commercial markets.54 Instead of facilitating intimacy and 
commitment, confluent ideals often drive shallow reward‑maximizing for 
individualistic ends. Baby Jane insists that confluent ideals must be rejected 
but proposes no alternatives.

Sigurd portrays how the biggest losers are the lowest‑value men, who 
are excluded from both short‑ and long‑term mating. Since Western cul‑
ture, so far, has been unable to conceptualize that incels are an inevitable 
product of mating stratification—not excessive gaming—these men are 
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mostly met with derision instead of sympathy. The TV series offers a pen‑
etrating analysis of power differentials but never engages the ideology that 
undergirds this inequality. It attempts no structural criticism, conveying 
instead that each incel must embark on a journey of self‑improvement to 
be able to compete more effectively for mates.

Half of Malmö offers a structural perspective on female marginaliza‑
tion. The novel conveys deep, original insights into how modern mating—
amplified by dating apps—affects some women’s attitudes and strategies 
in a manner that makes pair‑bonding an unlikely outcome of their dat‑
ing efforts. Harper et  al. showed how increasing stratification was well 
underway before dating apps became ubiquitous.55 Statistics on the evolu‑
tion of female swipe practices over the past decade suggest that apps, to 
an increasing extent, channel mating opportunities to a small minority of 
the most attractive men.56 The bicycle gave high‑value night courters the 
opportunity to pursue perhaps a handful of girls. Tinder aids the most 
capable courters in acquiring dozens of sex partners or more.

With such abundant access to promiscuous mating, long‑term com‑
mitment can appear less compelling for the men whom women find 
most attractive. In 1948—as the romantic regime was about to peak—
biologist Alfred Kinsey concluded, “There seems to be no question but 
that the human male would be promiscuous in his choice of sexual part‑
ners throughout the whole of his life if there were no social restrictions.”57 
Today, confluent ideology has removed those restrictions, although a lack 
of access still prevents most men from the type of promiscuous participa‑
tion that Kinsey predicted.

After half a century of “free love,” many women remain incredulous at 
the mating strategies pursued by promiscuously successful men. A com‑
mon demand is that short‑term‑oriented men must signal their intentions 
honestly:

If people had communicated what they wanted, the dating world would 
be a better, more honest place. Do you not want to meet again? Be 
honest. Are you only looking for a casual adventure? Be honest. Like 
many men, on occasion women can also fancy uncommitted sex, but 
the intention has to be clear.58

From a perspective of prosocial morality, such demands are reason‑
able. But mating markets are not best understood as prosocial—that is, 
cooperative—they are about the most competitive arenas we have. Con‑
sidering how near‑impossible it is for many men to succeed on short‑term 
markets, it is naïve to expect complete honesty, especially when such 
a strategy is all but ensured to elicit rejection. For those men who are 
mostly unable to arouse women’s promiscuous attraction system, feigning 
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long‑term interest is their strongest card. This informs why 71% of men 
admit to having lied about pair‑bonding emotions in order to get laid.59

Such deceit motivates women to protect themselves against being hurt. 
As we saw in Half of Malmö, there is an arms race between men and 
women on mating markets. Increased competition and stratification incen‑
tivize men to become even more deceitful, to which women respond by 
becoming even more skeptical of men. Intriguingly, this skepticism seems 
often not to draw women away from the high‑value men who do most 
of the short‑term mating. A more promiscuous mating market appears 
to turn women off primarily from similar‑value men. To protect them‑
selves from promiscuous deceit—found Emily Stone, Todd Shackelford, 
and David Buss—women seem to switch to a polygynous mindset that 
motivates an even stronger competition for the highest‑value men.60

Sex ratio theory offers one key to why mating practices have become dys‑
functional in the West and other regions.61 Male and female mate prefer‑
ences are affected by the ratio between men and women who are available to  
mate in a given population.62 The Classical Hypothesis had predicted 
that both sexes, when facing a deficit of potential partners, would lower 
their standards to increase their chance of attracting a mate. Similarly, 
the Demographic Opportunity Thesis posited that both sexes, if facing a 
surplus, would engage in more short‑ and long‑term mating.63 Empirical 
research undermined several of these assumptions.64

The Alternative Hypothesis predicts that men and women will respond 
to a low‑ratio context—that is, a deficit of men—in ways that can appear 
counterintuitive. Instead of raising their standards to attract a higher‑value 
partner, men will lower their standards to have more promiscuous sex. 
Instead of lowering their standards to attract a mate, women will raise their 
standards to avoid being deceived by men who seek short‑term mating.65

The Classical Hypothesis received partial empirical support in that 
men generally express lower standards when facing a scarcity. Women’s 
response to scarcity is more complex. They compete more fiercely for 
men, and they do so by catering to male mate preferences. Women permit 
more uncommitted sex.66 They signal promiscuity, for instance, by wear‑
ing shorter skirts.67 A novel expression of such intrafemale competition, 
informed by male preferences, is that when high income inequality reduces 
the proportion of attractive bachelors, women post more sexualized self‑
ies.68 In spite of these behavioral adaptations, women do not act in line 
with what the Classical Hypothesis had predicted. When facing scarcity, 
they typically do not express lower standards for a long‑term mate. Instead 
of marrying down, women often prefer singledom.69

But why would this research inform Western mating in general, consid‑
ering that most environments have quite even ratios? Newer sex ratio stud‑
ies emphasize that it is not only the actual ratio that affects the sexes’ mate 
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preferences, but the perceived sex ratio (PSR).70 As modern women have 
kept raising their standards, many of them perceive that they face a grow‑
ing deficit of acceptable‑value bachelors. A low PSR can evoke responses 
that may have been adaptive when their female ancestors faced an actual 
deficit of men but which today are maladaptive. Pair‑bonding becomes 
even more elusive when a low PSR motivates women to increase their dis‑
crimination of similar‑value men.

Many men also seem to respond maladaptively to present‑day prom‑
iscuity; female responses are not the only ones accentuating the malaise. 
Low‑value men, whose chances on short‑term markets are miniscule, cor‑
rectly perceive that their environment has an abundance of single women 
who pursue promiscuous strategies. Yong et al. found that a considerable 
proportion of these men—as the Alternative Hypothesis predicts—respond 
by adopting a more promiscuous orientation.71 The result is expectable: even 
fewer intersecting supply and demand curves on pair‑bonding markets.

Stone, Shackelford, and Buss began by hypothesizing that when women 
face an environment in which men to a greater extent pursue short‑term 
mating, women have an evolved defense mechanism that makes them adopt 
higher standards. Sensing that men of similar value are more likely only 
to want short‑term mating, women avoid deception by mentally exclud‑
ing such men from their pool of potential mates. This mechanism, Stone, 
Shackelford, and Buss suggest, may have contributed to women’s greater 
reproductive success in our evolutionary past.

In today’s environment, there is a confounding factor in women’s 
response to a low ratio, which begs the question: why would women raise 
their standards to counter the short‑term strategies of men, yet simultane‑
ously have more promiscuous sex? Stone, Shackelford, and Buss had to 
reconsider their hypothesis. Unfortunately, their data did not inform them 
of whether women had sex with similar‑ or higher‑value men—just that 
men and women overall have more uncommitted sex in low‑ratio contexts. 
The fact that women become more promiscuous while also raising their 
mate standards— Stone, Shackelford, and Buss propose—could reflect the 
activation of a polygynous mindset.72

In our polygynous past, it may have been adaptive for unmarried women 
to be more responsive to the advances of higher‑value men than it is under 
a monogamous regime with assortative mating. Promiscuous strategies, 
directed at high‑value targets, could have evolved to attract prosperous 
polygynists rather than the low‑value monogamists whose evolutionary 
niche had centered on partner exclusivity. Research which shows that 
low‑status women in low‑ratio contexts compete for men through early and 
extrapair pregnancy supports this hypothesis73—although in monogamous 
regimes, such a strategy is less likely to pay off in terms of pair‑bonding. 
Similar support is offered by Nordic and other Western statistics that report 
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high singledom and promiscuity in combination with an increasing sexual 
marginalization of low‑value men.74 Our current environment of prosper‑
ity and individual choice seems to evoke in some women a polygynous 
mindset, which motivates strategies that—in our monogamous regime—
contribute to a cycle of increasing singledom and childlessness.75

Sci‑Fi Visions for the Future of Mating

So, what can we do with these insights? Theoretically, we could agree on, 
and implement, new mating practices that align better with male and female 
mate preferences with regard to facilitating monogamous pair‑bonds; that 
is, if we agree that such bonds are still what benefit most people. Instead of 
having Tinder distribute the sexiest men for promiscuous mating, we could 
find ways to connect similar‑value men and women, promoting that they 
spend sufficient time together to see if their pair‑bonding attraction sys‑
tems might activate. This evokes an oft‑repeated demand on incel forums: 
that women should be prohibited from short‑term mating with high‑value 
men—or “Chads,” as some incels call them.76 Incels have also advocated a 
redistribution of female sexuality, similar to how governments redistribute 
economic resources.

I assume very few takers also regarding these means. Different dating 
dynamics may be a good idea, but who should impose this? If we were 
willing to submit to a central authority like the medieval Church, there 
would be much we could do. We understand somewhat well which ideals 
and practices drive pair‑bonding and reproduction, as opposed to prom‑
iscuity and low fertility. A Gregorian Reform of the third millennium 
could transform our MFPs. The challenge, of course, is that three sexual 
revolutions have made us far too individualistic to submit to a top‑down 
imposition of new MFPs. Most Westerners, I suspect, would rather ride 
the wave to demographic oblivion than reembrace lifelong monogamy in 
service of fertility.

A better understanding of the dynamics of modern mating could be ben‑
eficial, but mostly for helping individuals adjust their strategies to improve 
their own pair‑bonding prospects. I see little potential for a centrally 
planned, broad social reform meant to bring fertility rates back above 
replacement levels. Hungary has tried. They have significantly increased 
how much they spend on family support, but the effect on fertility has been 
far from sufficient.77 Eastern Europe’s illiberal contestation of reproduc‑
tive rights has also had limited effect. We could envision a more gradual, 
bottom‑up cultural evolution, but we have no idea of how to steer such 
processes; humans are terrible at social engineering. The counterforces 
also appear too strong. The modern ethos—with its mating ideology of 
confluent love—so compellingly promotes individualism, convenience, 
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and reward that reproduction increasingly appears like an optional burden 
rather than the foundational task of all life.

If a central reform, or a nostalgic return to previous practices, are off the 
table, where might our mating practices be headed? Sci‑fi narratives often 
envision how our descendants will play out their sexuality and reproduc‑
tive needs, given future technology and ideology. A common assumption 
is that we continue evolving toward greater individualism. In Hilal (1995), 
Torgrim Eggen makes prostitution more convenient through virtual reality 
and body suits with sensors and electrodes. He envisions how people will 
still want a human connection, so the novel’s Norwegian men are serviced 
by Eastern European women who no longer must emigrate to sell sex. 
Instead of having to relate to low‑status prostitutes, customers are offered 
digital versions of Greta Garbo, Marilyn Monroe, and Queen Cleopatra. 
This is confluent love on high‑tech steroids, as you can have sex “with 
whom you want, when you want, with no fear of contagion, and not least 
without post‑coital awkwardness.”78

In The Information (Informasjonen, 2018), Bår Stenvik lets men and 
women outsource courting. Instead of having to endear themselves with 
potential mates, everyone has a digital avatar, “a little Ryan Gosling to 
play the perfect version of them.”79 Unfortunately, people still have to date 
in real life, now with the added pressure of living up to their avatar. The 
upside is that this generates more revenue for the companies that teach 
people how to be themselves, after social outsourcing has made them for‑
get. Such dynamics erode the autonomous individual of the modern era. 
One company’s slogan is: “The better we know you, the more we can 
do for you.”80 Human shortcomings become viewed as so severe that all 
outsourcing of tasks that can be performed more effectively by machines is 
portrayed as inevitable. Reproduction is a harder challenge. The narrator 
bemoans how modern reason has revealed how bad of a bargain breeding 
is. We reproduce, hoping to get a return on the investment in our old age, 
but the costs and risks are too high: “If we were reasonable, we would 
never do it. It is a paradox: reasonable people do not reproduce.”81

To Dancing Boy (Til Dancing Boy, 2022) also engages low fertility.82 
Sara Johnsen stages how a dictatorial society with stricter morals incen‑
tives young women to work as surrogates. Individual desires are subordi‑
nate to the national fertility rate. A company, Pure Pleasure, undermines 
the hegemonic ideology through employing technology that provides 
powerful orgasms. People can buy virtual experiences customized to their 
sexual preferences and fetishes. After a long period of being impeded, Pure 
Pleasure wins a “company of the decade” award from the Ethical Council 
and the Ministry of Health. Their individualistic facilitation of orgasms is 
seen to promote health and innovation. The novel dramatizes the mating 
conflicts that arise in the tension between individual and communal needs 
but does not point to new solutions.
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The TV series Real Humans (Äkta människor, 2012–2014) envisions 
not how technology can help people get better solo orgasms or compete 
more effectively for each other’s love. It offers AI androids as our new 
mates. Robots, almost indistinguishable from humans, are portrayed as far 
better at a variety of mate tasks. As they exclusively focus on the needs and 
desires of their human partner, androids can free us from having to deal 
with the self‑interests of others. Young, handsome androids with athletic 
bodies step in where complacent middle‑aged husbands do not. They offer 
full attention, compassionate understanding, and sensual massage. If the 
husband protests, androids can even resort to heroic violence; they are a 
woman’s best friend.83 They are excellent lovers, partners, and prostitutes.

In Real Humans, the protagonist family’s teenage son, Tobbe (Kåre 
Hedebrant), falls in love with their android servant.84 This begins as sex‑
ual desire, develops into deep infatuation, and ends with a realignment 
of sexual orientation. Tobbe at first fears that something is wrong with 
him. To get over his unconventional desire, he tries to woo a human girl, 
but she rejects his sexual advances. Tobbe’s psychologist convinces him 
that his feelings are normal, as there is no reason for humans to only 
mate with other humans. Relieved, Tobbe confides to his father that he 
is “trans-human sexual [which is like] being left or right‑handed.”85 Since 
their android servant is not programmed to return his love, Tobbe resorts 
to masturbation, aided by android porn.

None of these four sci‑fi works places much faith in future technolo‑
gy’s ability to facilitate more functional mating. Better or more practical 
orgasms, perhaps, but not the type of deep connection that humans actu‑
ally seek. Our final work does.

In Vertebrae (2023), Thure Erik Lund lets AI take over the world. One 
of the AI’s most important societal tasks becomes to facilitate dating and 
mating. “Since the strongest core‑operational in human life supposedly is 
love,” muses the protagonist AI, “it was not least in the love segment with 
all kinds of related sexual‑graphical operating zones we had our first inter‑
ventions. This worked.”86 Erotic and romantic interventions are highly 
profitable and far more efficient than leaving for humans to figure out with 
whom to mate. From an analytical machine perspective, human mating 
games play out quite comprehensibly. The AI takes the greatest interest in 
the societal consequences of people’s behavior. In line with the evolution‑
ary perspective on the importance of mating, the narrating AI describes 
how extraordinary amounts of consequential activity spring from the cha‑
otic ramifications of serial monogamy: “In an eternal porridge of divorces, 
buying and selling of homes, labor participation, loans, expensive vaca‑
tions, everything glued together by internet addiction, love is just thrown 
around between walls, like a soft bouncy ball, unpredictably.”87

Since love is a secret motor that drives so much human behavior, the 
AI has no choice but to take charge if it is to optimize human societies. 
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Mating is not to be deemphasized, but made the most out of. The narrator 
describes how humans in the era of confluent love had tried to separate 
sex, love, and desire from what life itself required. They had tried to cut the 
ties to their own survival instincts, thinking humans could be more than 
nature. When the Fourth Industrial Revolution granted humans editing 
access to their own genetic code, “People thought you could remove all the 
bad outcomes of human desires already in their coding, but sex, desire, and 
love never go out of fashion.”88 When the AI takes over, it reverts modified 
humans back to their more original state. The fact that the core element 
of human desire is situated deepest in their libido had made desexualiza‑
tion unworkable, as it removed what made humans human. Once Homo 
sapiens become governed by an all‑powerful AI, many of them direct their 
deepest desire toward merging with the AI, so that they always can be fully 
connected—a parallel to the merging into a greater whole envisioned by 
courtly and romantic love.

The Utopias of Dataist Love

Vertebrae exemplifies the aspirations some have for the upcoming sexual 
revolution. The vision of AI in the Western imagination is often that of 
an all‑powerful, all‑knowing entity that we hope will align itself with the 
well‑being of humanity. As it will know us better than we know ourselves, 
the AI’s benign manipulation should have the potential to greatly enhance 
our quality of life. There is no lack of more dystopian visions, but the 
common utopia of AI is that it will ameliorate human weaknesses and 
create a far better world. As humans experience the superior outcomes of 
AI decisions, gradually they will stop following the impulses of their own 
thoughts and emotions, instead ceding authority to the machine.89

In terms of master‑narratives, Yuval Harari conceptualizes this as a tran‑
sition from humanism to dataism.90 We could term the associated mating 
ideology dataist love. Authority in matters of mating would be transferred 
from individuals to an AI similar to the one in Vertebrae. It would match 
people informed by all their available data. Their expectations would be 
fine‑tuned. Dates could be set up as high‑arousal experiences tailored to 
make the participants fall in love. Unlike humans, we imagine that AI will 
be really good at social engineering. It could facilitate a mating environ‑
ment that is adapted to male and female predispositions, as well as to the 
layers of cultural sediments left by the evolution of mating ideologies that 
I have investigated in this study.

A bit too rosy? Utopias are supposed to be. That is how they motivate 
optimism for the future and cooperation around change. It is a hard sell to 
have people commit to long‑term bonds and reproduction. The deenchant‑
ment of the modern world has mostly been connected to a loss of gods, but 
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we have lost much of the magic of mating, too. As Bår Stenvik concluded 
in The Information, “Reasonable people do not reproduce.”91 Courtly and 
romantic notions of love were fanciful and exaggerated, but inspired com‑
mitment. Such cultural blackmail aligned with the blackmail of our genes; 
a confluence of impulses compelled people to pair‑bond and make babies. 
Reason alone can offer too weak motivation. Individual choice means that 
many will abstain. The modern prevalence of premarital sex is another 
factor, as this has removed a motivation for marriage that was important 
to many of our ancestors.

These changes cannot be undone. We must build on them. Dataist love 
will have to find new ways to motivate pair‑bonding, perhaps through 
offering somewhat utopian aspirations. We could imagine creeds of data‑
ist love being less rosy, too. Through the Romantic Century, a plethora 
of romantic loves were on offer, presented through novels and debated in 
public. Not all offered starry-eyed utopias. The Magic Goblet exemplifies 
how some novels promoted more pragmatic versions of romantic love. In 
our era, sci‑fi works serve a similar function. Such narratives will continue 
to investigate how dataist love might manifest itself. Will our descendants 
still mate with humans, or will androids be so superior that most people 
will prefer them for partnership, sex, and emotional intimacy? Will we 
gene‑edit our offspring so that future mating markets consist of nothing 
but high‑value men and women? Will we continue to reproduce through 
copulation? With the Fourth Sexual Revolution, the possibilities seem so 
boundless that it is challenging not to feel overwhelmed.

Another aspect of emerging technology offers additional hope for our 
predicament. A demographic collapse threatens our societies most directly 
through how it ages national populations, leaving far fewer workers to 
support retirees.92 If, in the future, we have widespread AI‑driven automa‑
tion, human labor may no longer be crucial for national economies. If we 
succeed in developing robots and algorithms that can replace most human 
workers, low fertility becomes a less direct threat to societal functionality. 
There are, however, still good reasons for continuing to make humans—
especially from our own perspective. I could imagine, if humans are to 
live in an AI‑driven world of abundance, how people who know that their 
material needs always will be covered, might again want to reproduce in 
great numbers. Whether our descendants will be motivated to do so—or 
have the opportunity—the future will show.

This study has traced the evolution of hominin mating across 6  mil‑
lion years, with an emphasis on the past millennium’s Western mating 
ideologies. A familiarity with this history helps us make sense of the emo‑
tions that inform present‑day mating. Such knowledge should also inspire 
pragmatism when looking for solutions. There exists no “natural” state, 
or ancestral environment, for which human emotions evolved. Even the 
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first hominins descended from previous species whose mating regimes may 
have been different. Our lineage never practiced uncomplicated mating. 
We are not entitled to have mating markets that feel fair or make everyone 
feel good. We are, however, obliged to reproduce—if we want to continue 
to matter. As is the case for all species, evolution is a never‑ceasing process 
of adaptation to the challenges of survival and reproduction.

This is no less true today. What has changed is the speed. Early homi‑
nins had millions of years to complete the Pair‑Bonding Revolution. The 
Neolithic Revolution took millennia. The First Sexual Revolution lasted 
centuries. Over the next decades, the Fourth Industrial Revolution will 
bring humanity’s deepest and quickest transformation yet. Will we again 
be able to adapt? Perhaps the evolutionary success story of Homo sapiens 
has run its course. Elon Musk fears that biological reproduction could 
become uncompetitive, so that humanity will end its days as “the bio‑
logical boot loader for digital superintelligence.”93 Others think that our 
species could be entering into a golden age.94 You have to admit: these are 
exciting stakes. As we have seen, the hominin lineage can look back at mil‑
lions of years with remarkably successful adaptations. Such a perspective 
gives us reason to think that, in yet another radically different environ‑
ment, these brainy apes, in spite of having divided hearts, should have a 
fair chance at finding their way.
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