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Chapter 29

Online Relationships and the 
Realm of Romantic Possibilities

Aaron Ben-Ze’ev
University of Haifa, Israel

INTRODUCTION

A major function of imagination is to help us un-
derstand our environment and prepare ourselves for 
future situations. We can overcome present difficul-
ties by imagining possible desirable circumstances; 
in this manner we may also become aware of the 
shortcomings of certain possible imagined scenarios 
and the greater or lesser likelihood of their material-

izing. It is difficult to act without considering the 
infinite possibilities—what may be and what might 
have been. The imaginative capacity forces us to be 
concerned not only with the present circumstances, 
but also with past and future circumstances. Indeed, 
people think about the future more than about the 
past or the present. Many potential events are more 
pleasurable to imagine than to experience (Gilbert, 
2007: 17-18; Roese & Olson, 1995). Imagination 
facilitates our flight from one such set of circum-
stances to another. The constant play between the 
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actual and the potential can generate profound 
emotional dissonance. The “road not taken” is 
as significant as the one we ultimately choose. 
Social interaction technologies enable us to miss 
fewer roads.

The realm of possibilities considerably increas-
es the importance of including a comparison in our 
quest to make a choice. When making decisions in 
the present, we constantly compare the present to 
possible alternatives. The act of comparison that 
underlies the emotional significance attributed 
to an event encompasses a mental construction 
of an alternative situation. The more available 
the alternative, that is, the closer the imagined 
alternative is to being realized, the more intense 
the emotion (Kahneman & Miller, 1986; Ben-
Ze’ev, 2000: 21-23). The Internet has extended 
our notions of what we might consider possible. 
Cyberspace is the land of unlimited possibilities. 
Although we can be emotionally rich in no time, 
we can suffer many painful experiences and never 
reach the “Promised Land.”

The notion of the availability of alternatives 
may explain many seemingly puzzling situations, 
such as people who remain in unfulfilling mar-
riages or jobs. Although their satisfaction from 
the present situation is low, people perceive other 
possible alternatives to be even worse (Baron et 
al., 1992:3). The other direction is found as well. 
People leave reasonable existing situations for 
unknown risky ones; By comparison, the evalua-
tion of possible alternatives often supersedes those 
of existing positions. Since the realm of romantic 
possibilities so overwhelms us with tempting al-
ternatives, we are not able to reasonably consider 
alternatives to the status quo. We tend to bow to the 
lure of immediate and ever-changing possibilities 
while neglecting the more stable aspects of the 
present and the long-term future.

BACKGROUND

The great advantage of modern technology is its 
ability to present many tempting possible romantic 
options. We have become slaves to such romantic 
options—the Internet, business trips, and cell 
phones all facilitate various romantic and sexual 
possibilities. The chains of potential possibilities 
prevent us from enjoying or even being comfort-
able with the present. We tend to get used to the 
chains of the present, as we really have no other 
choice. It is much harder to cope with the chains 
of the possible, since this realm, bounded only 
by our imagination, is extremely exciting and 
can prevent us from being happy with our present 
lot. The present may make us somewhat sad, but 
the realm of the possible makes us restless and 
continually disappointed.

Coping with the mixed blessing of the pos-
sible requires us to establish a normative order 
of priority in the form of ideals and boundaries. 
As we establish a set of normative priorities, we 
often find ourselves giving up an ideal or violat-
ing a certain boundary. Romantic love in modern 
society is rife with the difficulties associated with 
fulfilling ideals and maintaining boundaries. To 
decrease the violation of boundaries, we may want 
to make our normative boundaries more flexible; 
in turn, this may weaken the safeguards against 
further violation. Take, for example, cyberspace 
where the romantic and sexual boundaries are 
much more flexible than in offline circumstances. 
This flexibility did not reduce the number of offline 
violations of boundaries but rather increased it. 
Romantic and sexual cheating increased with the 
expanded use of the Internet (Orr, 2004).

Many married people testify that they set 
certain boundaries for their online activity, yet 
quickly violate them as they want to upgrade 
their online affair. The absence in cyberspace of 
external constraints and the ability to overcome 
personal limitations by using the imagination 
make cyberlove similar to infatuation, both of 
which approximate idealized love. It seems that 
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