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IT’S one of the things we are most afraid might happen to us. We go to great lengths to avoid
it. And yet we do it all the same: We marry the wrong person.
Partly, it’s because we have a bewildering array of problems that emerge when we try to get
close to others. We seem normal only to those who don’t know us very well. In a wiser, more
self-aware society than our own, a standard question on any early dinner date would be: “And
how are you crazy?”
Perhaps we have a latent tendency to get furious when someone disagrees with us or can relax
only when we are working; perhaps we’re tricky about intimacy after sex or clam up in
response to humiliation. Nobody’s perfect. The problem is that before marriage, we rarely
delve into our complexities. Whenever casual relationships threaten to reveal our flaws, we
blame our partners and call it a day. As for our friends, they don’t care enough to do the hard
work of enlightening us. One of the privileges of being on our own is therefore the sincere
impression that we are really quite easy to live with.
Our partners are no more self-aware. Naturally, we make a stab at trying to understand them.
We visit their families. We look at their photos, we meet their college friends. All this
contributes to a sense that we’ve done our homework. We haven’t. Marriage ends up as a
hopeful, generous, infinitely kind gamble taken by two people who don’t know yet who they
are or who the other might be, binding themselves to a future they cannot conceive of and
have carefully avoided investigating.
For most of recorded history, people married for logical sorts of reasons: because her parcel of
land adjoined yours, his family had a flourishing business, her father was the magistrate in
town, there was a castle to keep up, or both sets of parents subscribed to the same
interpretation of a holy text. And from such reasonable marriages, there flowed loneliness,
infidelity, abuse, hardness of heart and screams heard through the nursery doors. The

marriage of reason was not, in hindsight, reasonable at all; it was often expedient, narrowminded, snobbish and exploitative. That is why what has replaced it — the marriage of feeling
— has largely been spared the need to account for itself.
What matters in the marriage of feeling is that two people are drawn to each other by an
overwhelming instinct and know in their hearts that it is right. Indeed, the more imprudent a
marriage appears (perhaps it’s been only six months since they met; one of them has no job or
both are barely out of their teens), the safer it can feel. Recklessness is taken as a
counterweight to all the errors of reason, that catalyst of misery, that accountant’s demand.
The prestige of instinct is the traumatized reaction against too many centuries of
unreasonable reason.
But though we believe ourselves to be seeking happiness in marriage, it isn’t that simple.
What we really seek is familiarity — which may well complicate any plans we might have had
for happiness. We are looking to recreate, within our adult relationships, the feelings we
knew so well in childhood. The love most of us will have tasted early on was often confused
with other, more destructive dynamics: feelings of wanting to help an adult who was out of
control, of being deprived of a parent’s warmth or scared of his anger, of not feeling secure
enough to communicate our wishes. How logical, then, that we should as grown-ups find
ourselves rejecting certain candidates for marriage not because they are wrong but because
they are too right — too balanced, mature, understanding and reliable — given that in our
hearts, such rightness feels foreign. We marry the wrong people because we don’t associate
being loved with feeling happy.
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