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One writer’s look into  
the unexpected evolution  
of marriage. istracted driving laws are 

common across North 
America, but few to my 
knowledge cover talk-
ing about marriage with 
your sixty-eight year old 
father while behind the 

wheel. Still, as my rented black 2009 
Chevy Impala shuddered to a stop on 
the Santa Ana Freeway in early Sep-
tember, just short of the expensive-
looking silver SUV in front of me, it 
occurred to me this was perhaps an 
oversight on the part of lawmakers. 
I’ve never been in an accident, yet this 
discussion nearly caused an embar-
rassing and possibly even dangerous 
collision. It was distracting in the  
extreme. The drivers behind me were 
paying better attention than I was—
and were probably not listening to 

the id iosy ncrat ic relat ionship 
opinions  of a parent—so a collision 
was  avoided. I managed to veer into 
the open lane to my right, narrowly 
missing a car merging left, and we 
carried on our way.

We were driving the sixty or so  
kilometres from Santa Monica to 
Anaheim to take in a Los Angeles 
Angels baseball game, and while the 
prospect of leaving the beach and 
heading inland to watch teams fad-
ing out of the playoff picture might 
have otherwise sounded like a waste 
of time, both my father and I knew  
it was worth it to get a look at the  
Angels’ exciting rookie centre fielder, 
Mike Trout.

I was in Los Angeles to visit my 
older brother Jesse and his newborn 
daughter Matisse, but I’d also wanted 

to spend some time with my father. 
The baseball game had seemed the 
easiest way to make it happen—the 
sport has always been a language  
we use to communicate. He’d taught 
me how to throw a baseball and 
coached my Little League team, but 
our relationship with the game ran 
deeper than that. We’d routinely quiz 
each other on the sport’s statistical 
highlights, trying to stump each  
other on who held the record for  
the most doubles or the lowest earned 
run average in a season. (His go-to 
question was always Ty Cobb’s career 
batting average, and to this day, for 
some reason, I still can’t remember it.) 
Mike Trout, however, was something 
of a red herring, because the trip, for 
me, was not strictly about baseball. 
It was also about marriage.

WHY
KNOT?
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Of all the relationships that I’d grown 
up with, the one between my father and his 
fourth wife Leanna was not one I expected 
to end in divorce. But it had, which was why 
I wanted to find out what kind of shape my 
father was in. Based on the increasingly 
negative tenor of the phone calls and emails 
we’d exchanged over the preceding few 
months—as what looked like an amicable 
separation turned into an acrimonious di-
vorce (a war, he called it)—I’d expected to 
find a broken man when I circled around 
LAX’s Terminal Two looking for him.

I’d already made one pass through 
the arrivals level, but I hadn’t seen anyone 
who looked like my dad. On the second 
pass, I slowed the car down for a closer 
look, and spotted someone who looked 
a bit like my dad, only if he were being 
played by an actor. As I pulled up, I was im-
mediately reminded of one of Louis CK’s 
stand-up observations. “Let me explain 
something—divorce is always good news. 
I know that sounds weird, but it’s true, be-
cause no good marriage has ever ended 
in divorce. It’s really that simple.” Judging 
by the appearance of the man who finally 
approached the car after I’d honked at him 
two or three times, Louis CK had a point. 
It was my father, not an actor. He’d lost at 
least forty pounds, and with his white hair, 
a partially unbuttoned turquoise dress 
shirt, an Armani sports coat, and a pair of 
Italian looking amber-tinted sunglasses, he 
looked more like a Hollywood director than 
a marital war-zone refugee from Toronto. 

I popped the trunk. He deposited 
his bags, slammed the trunk shut, then 
quickly opened the passenger door and 
got in.

“Hey, kiddo,” he said. “Good to see 
you. What’s new?”

“Me? Not much,” I said. “You’re the 
one with stuff going on, remember?”

He reluctantly did up his seat belt at 
the car’s ding-donging insistence, and 
turned towards the window. “Yeah,” he 
said. “Tell me about it.”

I HaD pREpaRED fOR THIs TRIp, THIs mOmENT, bY
doing something I’d sworn I’d never do: 
read Gender Wars. It ’s a book my dad 
wrote (the fifteenth of his twenty-two-
books) when he was going through his 
last divorce about twenty years ago; it’s 
a hybrid of fiction and non-fiction that 
covered, among other things, proper 

oral sex technique and the intricacies of 
the male orgasm. More broadly, it was an 
attempt in the early nineties to explain 
what heterosexual males were thinking 
at a time when society—literate society, 
anyways—wasn’t very interested in the 
subject. I’d read almost everything my 
father had written and enjoyed most of it, 
but had been warned off Gender Wars by 
my mother, who is clearly the inspiration 
for one of the characters in the book (and 
who, mercifully, has no sex scenes) and 
my friend Stephen, who I’d asked to read 
it for me some years ago.

In retrospect, I wish I’d read it sooner. 
It ’s by no means my favourite of his 
books, but while reading Gender Wars 
exposed me to the unpleasant fact 
that my father had opinions—strong 
ones, even—on subjects like group sex 
and erections, it also gave me my first 
glimpse into what things had been like 
for my parents, and why their relation-
ship had fallen apart so quickly.

Because they had broken up years 
before my brain started to form long-term 
memories, I never had any sense of what 
their marriage had been like. They met in 
1976, married in 1978, and were done by 
December of 1980, before my first birthday. 
The only evidence I had that they’d been to-
gether at all was a few grainy photographs. 
One had them sitting on a sandstone beach 
on Gabriola Island, my mother pregnant 
and visibly radiating contempt at my father 
sitting next to her, shirtless and petulant. 
The other is of their wedding day, with 
everyone clothed in the hideous palette of 
brown and earth tones that was popular at 
the time. Neither looks particularly happy 
to be getting married.

Those pictures were all I ’d ever 
known about their relationship before I 
finally read Gender Wars. One passage 
describes the relationship between Fer-
ris, a character based on my father, and 
Annie, who is even more obviously a riff 
on my mother. “Most of their friends, 
separately, had been vocally against it 
[the marriage]. It became a joke between 
them—to the point where they made 
a list of objectors and tacked it onto the 
kitchen bulletin board. But when it came 
down to planning the wedding reception, 
they kept the guest list short.” In retro-
spect, they probably should have listened 
to those friends. 

I knew the drive to the ball game would 
take at least an hour, and I wanted to use 
the time to ask my dad why he was getting 
his fourth divorce, and whether he’d be 
willing to put himself in the position of risk-
ing a fifth. I suppose I was also hoping that 
in the process, I’d learn something about 
myself, about whether I’d ever be able to tie 
the knot, about why, after everything that 
had gone on in my family, I was still living 
with the hope that one day I’d marry.

For most people that might seem like 
a silly thing to think, or say, given that the 
only legal restrictions on marriage cover 
fairly common-sense things such as not be-
ing allowed to marry your sister or your pet 
gerbil. Yet my uncertainty has more to do 
with my own capacity for success (whether 
that capacity is genetic or learned) than 
my ability to try. When I visited him in 
Los Angeles, my father was on the verge 
of signing off on that fourth divorce and 
my mother has herself been divorced four 
times. If you draw the circle wider to in-
clude my two aunts and my two uncles, the 
number of divorces in the family increases 
to sixteen. Six adults. Sixteen divorces. A 
stark reminder that whatever traits I may 
have inherited from both sides of my fam-
ily, whether nature or nurture, the capac-
ity for getting married is very high but the 
ability to stay married appears to have been 
erased from our gene pool.

Growing up, I treated this mutant fam-
ily tree, all stunted branches and criss-
crossing limbs, as a badge of honour, the 
familial equivalent of owning a snake or 
having an uncle in the circus (true story: 
my father’s first three ex-wives worked, for 
a short period, at the same time at the same 
small college-turned-university in North 
Vancouver). I was never jealous of friends 
whose parents were still together, although 
I didn’t actually know of many. It was sim-
ply the way things were, and I never con-
sidered the possibility that it had, or would 
have, any material impact on my own life.

Yet for all the colourful examples I’d 
seen of why marriage didn’t work, it was 
always clear to me growing up that there 
was not necessarily a logical connection 
between these failed marriages and my 
own odds of getting married. Whenever 
I tried to imagine my future, what I’d be 
like twenty or thirty years down the road, 
it always included a ring on my finger. 
Yes, I built in the assumption that it was 

possible I’d get divorced once or twice 
along the way, but I never soured on the 
idea of marriage.

It’s possible this is willful blindness 
or simple human optimism, or a combi-
nation of both, but what is clear is that I’m 
not alone. A great deal of attention in our 
society is paid to the declining number 
of people who make it to the altar, but in-
sufficient attention is devoted to the fact 
that, despite what seems a growing num-
ber of reasons not to, many people still 
walk down the aisle.

It is true that, as Andrew J. Cherlin, 
a professor of public policy at Johns Hop-
kins University and the author of The Mar-
riage-Go-Round: The State of Marriage and 
the Family in America Today, points out, we 
have witnessed a radical transformation in 
the role marriage plays in society. Funda-
mentally, he writes, marriage has evolved 
from an obligation to an option. Co-habi-
tation has become a viable and widely- 
accepted alternative, and those who 
choose it are not subject to the same kind 
of punitive cultural shaming they would 
have experienced two generations earlier.  

But given that marriage is now op-
tional, it becomes even more intriguing 
to consider why it is that the majority of 
people still take it up. As a 2011 article in 
the Journal of Family Issues noted, “We 
find little evidence of a decline in the im-
portance of marriage among young peo-
ple during their prime family formation 
years. Overwhelmingly, young people 
insist they value marriage, and the un-
married respondents express a desire to 
wed at some point in their lives.” 

In Gender Wars, with a third divorce 
under his belt, my father had been under-
standably cynical about the institution of 
marriage. “In the latter part of the twenti-
eth century,” he’d written, “most marriag-
es are short, banal experiences or long, 
obscure co-dependencies. The institution 
is fouled by obsolete romantic expecta-
tions that are generally exhausted before 
the marriage vows are mumbled, and the 
rituals have been supplanted by legal stat-
utes that sanctify little more than the ac-
cumulation and disposal of property, tax 
avoidance schemes, and wildly insensitive 
procedures for protecting children when 
the marriage blows apart.”

I wanted to ask him how he could 
square that perspective with his decision 

to get married a fourth time—and dedicate 
the book to that fourth wife, no less—but 
I had begun fighting a pitched battle with 
my car’s GPS. It kept forcing me off the 
highway and onto side roads that would 
immediately re-connect with the freeway, 
and while I was tempted to ignore its ad-
vice after the third such incident, my near-
accident made me unusually co-operative. 
Still, we had a good twenty minutes before 
we got to Anaheim, and after the GPS told 
me to go straight for eleven miles I figured 
I had time to ask a few questions about the 
apparent discrepancy between his words 
and his deeds.  

“I’d been married all those times,” he 
told me, “but I just went along with it be-
cause the people I was living with needed 
that. But in a curious way, I bought in 
with Leanna. I really felt married, and I 
stopped screwing around and stopped 
looking around, oddly. I fell in love at 
forty-eight. Who knew?” 

He was hurt by the divorce, and full of 
both anger and frustration over what the 
marriage had cost him personally and 
professionally. But he was also, surpris-
ingly, less cynical about the idea of mar-
riage than he had been in the book he’d 
written before he’d gotten blindsided by 
this latest divorce. “Sure, I could have 
been a bit more suspicious,” he told me, 
“and I wouldn’t have gotten hit so hard. 
But if you live that way, you might as well 
go shoot yourself. Sometimes you’ve got 
to let it all hang out. And I did, and for ten 
years it was pretty fabulous.” 

“Do you think you’ll ever get married 
again,” I asked him, purposely (and pur-
posefully) keeping my eyes on the road.

“If it was the right woman,” he said, 
pausing briefly before finishing. “And 
with a pre-nup.” 

CENsus DaTa Is RaRElY aN OCCasION fOR
controversy, but when the 2011 Cen-
sus data on households was released 
in September 2012 it made its way to 
both the front and back pages of most 
newspapers in Canada. On the front, 
the stories talked about the radically 
changing face of the average Canadian 
family, with the percentage of Canadi-
ans living in common-law relationships 
on the rise and the proportion of tradi-
tional nuclear families yet again on the 
decline. The op-eds and columns in the 

back pages spoke to the meaning of this 
change, speculating as to whether or not 
it spelled the end of marriage as the pre-
dominant means of familial organization. 

What the pundits failed to consider, 
however, is the institution of marriage’s 
demonstrated capacity for evolution and 
adaptation. Over the course of the last 
century, marriage has changed from a 
method of either transmitting or acquir-
ing social, cultural and economic power to 
an opportunity for self-determination and 
expression. It’s been a radical and speedy 
evolution. Furthermore, where marriage 
was once a form of social and political 
repression that limited the rights and 
capacities of women, it has recently been 
adopted as a tool by certain marginal-
ized groups, such as the gay community, 
who have used it to advance the cause of 
functional, legal and moral equality. Mar-
riage may stake claims on being enduring 
and eternal, and sometimes perhaps it is, 
but in reality it is proving to be an adapt-
able and even pliant social tool. 

Few people understand this better 
than Stephanie Coontz, who teaches his-
tory and family studies at The Evergreen 
State College in Washington State. Coontz 
is the director of research and public edu-
cation for the Council on Contemporary 
Families and has written or co-edited a 
number of books on the history of mar-
riage and the family. While the latest cen-
sus data is in keeping with trends she’s 
noticed in her research, she doesn’t think 
marriage deserves a spot on the endan-
gered species list just yet. “We’re certainly 
never going to go back to the kind of stabil-
ity you had when there were few options 
outside of marriage and women were eco-
nomically dependent on men, and there 
was a lot of social stigma attached to be-
ing outside of marriage,” she said, when 
I reached her by phone earlier this fall. 
“But one of the interesting ironies—unex-
pected, to most people—is that as women 
have gotten more clout, and to the extent 
that men have changed along with them, 
you’re actually seeing an increase in mari-
tal satisfaction and longevity.”

The numbers bear that out. While 
divorce rates spiked in the nineteen-sev-
enties and nineteen-eighties as women 
in Canada and the United States had, and 
accessed, the newfound option to leave 
unsatisfactory marriages (two-thirds of 
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divorces in both Canada and the United 
States are initiated by women), that num-
ber has started to come down in recent 
years. According to Coontz’s research, 
every generation since the Baby Boomers 
(those born roughly between 1946 and 
1961) has had a better chance of reaching 
their fifteenth wedding anniversary than 
the one that came before them. In other 
words, census data may reveal that fewer 
people are getting married but the ones 
who do seem to be making it last longer.

The single biggest reason for this 
decline in the divorce rate, according to 
Harvard’s Dana Rotz, is that people are 
waiting longer to tie the knot. Beginning 
in the nineteen-seventies, the median age 
at which people first married began to 
rise noticeably, increasing by almost five 
years from 1970 until the early aughts. 
For example, in 1979—the year that I was 
born—the average age at which men and 
women got married was 24.4 and 22.1 
years old, respectively. By 2011, those 
had increased to 28.7 and 26.5.

This is partially a function of higher 
costs of living and a greater emphasis on 
post-secondary education, factors which, 
when combined with the growing social 
acceptance of cohabitation, have encour-
aged young people to be more cautious 
about getting married. But it’s also a re-
flection of the fact that, for people my age, 
marriage is increasingly coming to be 
seen as a reflection of adulthood rather 
than a prerequisite to it. Today, couples 
often delay marriage in order to pay off 
debts, advance careers, buy a house and 
do any other number of things, includ-
ing having children, that used to happen 
after the wedding ceremony. Marriage, 
Cherlin says, has become the capstone 
to adulthood, not its foundation. 

That wasn’t the case when my mother, 
Leslie, first married in 1969, to a manic 
depressive poet named David. Nor was 
it the case when she divorced him and 
married a swinging Gastown lawyer 
named Ted Seifred, who turned out to be 
a much better friend than husband later 
in his life (he died in 1989). It wasn’t the 
case when she divorced him and ended 
up marrying my father, Brian, in 1978. 
And while the capstone trend had prob-
ably been established by the time she 
married for the fourth time in 1998, to 
an indifferent fifty-something graduate  

student with a propensity for suspicious 
internet activity, it was too late for it to be 
of much use to her.

I’d never asked my mother about her 
marriages or divorces, but when I visited 
her in Vancouver two weeks before going to 
Los Angeles I decided it was finally time.

“There’s no reason for me to have 
been married four times,” she told me. 
“It defies logic, it’s absolutely ludicrous, 
and if there’s anything I was ever embar-
rassed about that would be it.” 

I asked her why’d she’d done it, then, 
get married time after time. 

“In those days just about everyone we 
knew got married. Everybody started out 
living together and they ended up mar-
ried. It was just what you did.”

The statistics about marriage and  
divorce at the time reflect what she said, 
but, as I pointed out to her, not everyone—
in fact, hardly anyone—did it four times.

“I think you get married,” she told 
me, “because you think it will stabilize 
your relationship or make it more mean-

ingful or give it more substance, but it 
doesn’t.” She’d gotten married, she said, 
because, in part, she thought it would 
make her first husband more stable, her 
second more grounded, her third (my 
father) more faithful, and her fourth 
more interesting. She’d been wrong each 
time.

If we view these as less than sound 
reasons to get married today, it might 
be because we have grown accustomed, 
in not much more than a generation, to 
viewing marriage as a deliberative rather 
than a pragmatic act. This was not the 
case when my mother first married. In 
a 1967 poll of American college women, 
two-thirds said that they would consider 
marrying someone they didn’t love if 
that person met other key criteria. The 
average couple of the day married after 
knowing each other for just six months, 
and many approached it with the same 
sense of dutiful resignation as a trip to 
the dentist. “There was this sense that 
marriage is what you do,” said Stephanie 

Coontz, “and if they seemed to be a good 
provider and a kind person on the one 
hand and good wife material on the other, 
you might as well go for it.”

Young couples marrying today tend not 
to see it that way. Rather than a pragmatic 
domestic alliance between stereotypes, 
marriage has become, or at least is moving 
clearly towards becoming, a mutually bene-
ficial partnership between equals. Not that 
that makes it any easier. Coontz pointed out 
that these new, modern marriages among 
the younger generations can be more ful-
filling, but they also take longer to build. 
“I think most young people do want to get 
married,” she said, “but they no longer feel 
it’s socially or economically necessary. So 
they’re going to be much pickier.”

My mother, for her part, doesn’t nec-
essarily regret any of her marriages—
the first three, anyhow—though she’d 
be quite capable of ranking them in order 
of personal preference. But would she 
marry each man again today, if given the 
choice and the chance? 

“No,” she told me, adding for empha-
sis, as if I hadn’t understood, “no way.”

maTHEmaTICallY-DRIvEN ExplaNaTIONs Of
the universe have always held great appeal 
for me, which may explain my lifelong inter-
est in baseball. But I did not expect to find, 
in my research, a mathematically derived 
explanation for why some marriages suc-
ceed and others fail, much less a predictive 
model based on one. True, I’d come across 
a group of Swedish researchers who’d dis-
covered a link between levels of arginine 
vasopressin (a hormone in mammals that 
helps them retain water and which has 
been linked to mate stability in prairie 
voles) and certain marital outcomes. This 
discovery, such as it was, raised the interest 
level among many observers that someday 
human beings (let’s be honest here: men) 
could be tested for a monogamy gene, but 
researchers quickly dismissed the idea that 
there was a casual relationship that could 
be mined for predictive purposes. 

Indeed, the futility of the search for 
a scientific basis for marital success was 
unintentionally underscored by New York 
Times journalist Tara Parker-Pope’s 2010 
book For Better: How the Surprising Science 
of Happy Couples Can Help Your Mar-
riage Succeed. The book was, in a way, a 
metaphor for the entire industry—and 

it is an industry—of marriage-oriented  
self-help literature, more heavily weighted 
towards pseudo-scientific quizzes and 
regurgitated conventional wisdoms than 
any actual science. In her assessment  
of the book, Washington Post reviewer  
Carolyn See described the book as being 
full of “kooky non-knowledge.” Not exactly 
The Origin of Species, in other words. 

But perhaps looking for a predictive 
genetic or cultural marker is the wrong ap-
proach, like trying to isolate which single 
ingredient makes a good stew taste the 
way it does. Maybe a good marriage, like 
good food, is a holistic phenomenon, and 
efforts to break it down into its constituent 
parts are doomed to fail from the very be-
ginning. Maybe instead of looking for the 
crucial ingredient, a pinch of salt or sprig 
of thyme, we should be trying to create a 
recipe. That’s what a University of Wash-
ington psychologist named John Gott-
man, now retired with professor emeritus 
status, has being doing for more than two 
decades, using his laboratory as a kind of 
test kitchen to develop the recipe for a suc-
cessful marriage. And if the results of some 
of his studies are any indication, his palate 
has gotten very, very good. 

Gottman’s work attracted the atten-
tion of Malcolm Gladwell, who wrote 
about him in his 2005 book Blink: The 
Power of Thinking Without Thinking. 
Gladwell describes Gottman’s unique ap-
proach to studying marriage, one in which 
he videotapes couples and assigns codes 
to the emotions expressed during their 
interaction. “Disgust, for example, is 1,” 
writes Gladwell, “contempt is 2, anger is 7, 
defensiveness is 10, whining is 11, sadness 
is 12, stonewalling is 13, neutral is 14, and 
so on. Gottman has taught his staff how to 
read every emotional nuance in people’s 
facial expressions and how to interpret 
seemingly ambiguous bits of dialogue.”

The product of those accumulated 
scores (along with physical indicators 
such as body temperature and heart rate) 
was, Gladwell wrote, an ability to actually 
predict the likelihood that the marriage 
under study would end in divorce or not. 
“If he analyzes an hour of a husband and 
wife talking, he can predict with 95 per-
cent accuracy whether that couple will 
still be married fifteen years later. If he 
watches a couple for fifteen minutes, his 
success rate is around 90 percent.”

Gottman runs a for-profit therapist 
training school called the Gottman Re-
lationship Institute, and, rather than en-
rolling, I decided to speak with someone 
who had. Dr. Peter Williamson is one of 
two Gottman-trained therapists in the 
downtown Vancouver, and I met him in 
his small north-facing apartment in the 
city’s west end. His living room doubles 
as a second office, and looked as if it had 
been outfitted with a therapist’s all-in-
one starter kit: Eastern spiritual influ-
ences (statue of Buddha), plush leather 
couch, wall of framed diplomas, absence 
of accessible stabbing implements. Dr. 
Williamson himself was straight out of 
central casting, with a salt-and-pepper 
goatee, tan slacks, and a slight paunch. 

But these appearances proved 
deceiving. Dr. Williamson was forthright 
and charming as he explained why he be-
lieved in Dr. Gottman’s research. He’d 
had his eye on Gottman’s work for many 
years before deciding to embrace the 
approach after realizing something was 
missing from the so-called conventional 
approaches. “The research he had done 
knocked me over,” said Williamson. 

One of the most pointed aspects of 
Gottman’s research—his recipe, if you 
will—was the idea that conflict and a 
healthy marriage aren’t mutually exclu-
sive. “Expect problems and differences,” 
Dr. Williamson told me when I asked 
what single piece of advice he’d give to 
newlyweds. “One of the biggest spikes in 
divorce rates comes four to seven years 
in, and that’s the time when people have 
let down their hair enough. Everyone puts 
their best foot forward in the beginning.” 

More interesting was the fact that 
trying to downplay differences or even 
refusing to acknowledge that they ex-
ist—a feature of many marriages—is 
an almost certain path to failure. “When 
people break up, when they’re broken up, 
they’ll say that they had too many differ-
ences—if they’re being civilized—but 
in fact that’s not usually what it was, be-
cause everyone has differences,” Dr. Wil-
liamson said. “What Gottman’s research 
shows is that people who stay together 
often have just as many differences as the 
people who split up. The difference is in 
how they handle their differences.” 

Dr. Williamson, who’d been divorced 
once himself and is now living common-

samE sEx maRRIaGE
Canada was the first country in the world to perform a legal same-sex marriage. On 
January 14, 2001, Elaine and Anne Vautour, and Kevin Bourassa and Joe Varnell were 
married in Toronto in a double wedding. Initially, the ceremony was legally contested, 
but it was affirmed by the Ontario government two years later. It was a milestone in 
Canadian civil rights history.

After Ontario’s same-sex marriage decision, and numerous cross-country consti-
tutional challenges, other provinces followed suit. In response to these changes in 
provincial law, and to growing demand from Canadians, Prime Minister Jean Chretien 
announced that the federal government would present a new marriage act. On June 
28, 2005, same-sex marriage was legalized across the land.

The legalization of same-sex marriage had many implications for Canada. But among 
these was the proof that the Canadian Charter of Rights and Freedoms, brought into 
law in 1982, was gradually guiding the country towards greater justice for all. 

Many Canadians also experienced this as a new beginning for the country. The shift 
in national attitudes towards majority acceptance of same-sex marriage revealed a 
heightened level of national confidence. It seemed Canadians could make up their 
own minds. We took the first step forward, boldly leading the world instead of looking 
outward for guidance. In fact, same-sex marriage has become a major political issue in 
the U.S.A., where both sides now seem to gaze northwards—whether to declaim or 
to praise Canada’s maverick ways.

– Clive Holden

CAN.ICONS
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law with his current partner, then told me 
to abandon the idea of finding that one 
true meant-for-me soul mate. This con-
cept had always given me trouble, partly 
because the odds are so clearly against it, 
and partly because there’s no way to ever 
objectively confirm it. “There are many, 
many people out there who would be bet-
ter than fine for us, and with whom, if 
we’re both putting our best foot forward, 
would seem like soul mates,” he said. 

This wasn’t quite what I was expect-
ing to hear from a marriage therapist. I 
suppose I thought he would be slightly 
less dispassionate about it all, although 
perhaps even the most optimistic person 
would eventually tilt that way if they had 
to work with dysfunctional couples every 
day. But if his advice addressed some 
questions, it raised a larger one: If it’s all 
a matter of just getting over differences 
in a mature way and choosing one per-
son amongst many who suit you—all of 
which sounds perfectly sensible—then 
why doesn’t everyone do it that way? If 
the best way to construct a successful 
relationship is through pragmatism and 
communication, why do so many people 
still go through the process of getting 
married, a process highlighted by a sym-
bolic act of communion that is anything 
but pragmatic? Why do we still do it? And 
why, despite my intimate knowledge of 
all this, do I want to as well? 

THEsE quEsTIONs WERE sTIll WITH mE WHEN I
landed in Los Angeles, not least because 
before heading there I’d done my own in-
ternal cost-benefit analysis of marriage 
that didn’t exactly recommend it. Yes, 
there are some economic benefits asso-
ciated with cost-sharing, along with the 
social support that comes from sharing a 
home and a life with someone. But these 
are just as easily achieved through co-
habitation as marriage. 

The benefits of a marriage on one’s 
health, both physical and emotional, are 
also tenuous. There is, for example, some 
circumstantial evidence from studies of 
married couples that it can lower your 
blood pressure, reduce your risk for de-
mentia and strokes, and even make your 
immune system stronger. But there’s 
also evidence that a bad marriage can be 
detrimental to your health. A 2000 study 
published in the Journal of the American 

Medical Association found that women  
who reported marital strain were nearly 
three times more likely to die of heart 
disease or suffer heart attacks than those 
in healthier relationships. Those find-
ings were backed up by a 2006 study that 
was published in the American Journal of 
Cardiology, which also showed a correla-
tion between marital distress and physical 
ailment.

A lasting marriage won’t necessarily 
create emotional benefits, either. Michi-
gan State University psychology associ-
ate professor Richard E. Lucas (aided by 
colleagues) parsed a study of more than 
24,000 German individuals that took 
place over the course of fifteen years, and 
they discovered that while those who got 
and stayed married were happier than 
those who didn’t, they also reported a 
high degree of happiness prior to tying 
the knot. In other words, while there 
might be a correlation between mar-
riage and happiness, it’s not clear that it’s 
the getting married part that produces  

the happiness. 
Moreover, while Lucas and his col-

leagues noted a boost in the reported 
happiness levels associated with getting 
married, it was both small and short-lived. 
According to the original study, married 
couples saw an increase in their reported 
happiness levels of just one-tenth of a point 
on an 11-point scale, a bump that disap-
peared before the bills for the wedding 
were paid off. The study’s authors wrote, 
that, on average most people were no more 
satisfied in their lives after marriage than 
they were before marriage.

In “Reexamining the Case For Mar-
riage,” a paper published in the January 
2012 issue of the Journal of Marriage and 
Family, Cornell University’s Kelly Musick 
and the University of Wisconsin-Madison’s 
Larry Bumpass found little to recommend 
marriage over living common law. “Where 
there were statistically significant differ-
ences,” they wrote, “marriage was not 
always more advantageous than cohabi-
tation: The married fared better in health 

than cohabitors, but the opposite was true 
of happiness and self-esteem.”

The institution of marriage, then, 
would appear to offer no clear financial, 
emotional, or physiological advantages 
over cohabitation. And yet, marriage re-
mains an overwhelmingly popular choice 
among people my age. Why? For all the 
cultural commentary around the waning 
popularity of marriage and the rise of alter-
natives, Stephanie Coontz points out that 
more than eighty percent of people still 
report a desire to get married, and better 
than eight in ten will end up acting on that 
desire at some point in their lives. That’s 
certainly down from the highs of the 
nineteen-fifties and nineteen-sixties, but 
it’s not as low as one might expect either 
given the loosening of cultural norms and 
the growing acceptance of common-law 
relationships. “Marriage has really lost its 
privileged place in people’s lives, and co-
habitation seems to have been accepted 
as a real long-term alternative to it,” said 
Coontz. “But I think in most western soci-

eties, and particularly in the United States 
and most of Canada, marriage continues 
to be people’s shorthand for the highest 
expression of commitment that they can 
make.”

Perhaps this is the key point, most 
particularly for a younger generation now 
entering the marrying years: is marriage 
today “the highest expression of commit-
ment” people feel they’re capable of mak-
ing? And if so, why? Is it because our world 
has become so torn and fragmented at 
every level—with the fear of terrorism, 
climate change, tribalism, digitalization, 
financial turmoil, career impermanence—
that we are now hungry for ties that bind, 
for the kind of connections and certainties 
our world used to provide for us? (Whether 
or not these past connections were them-
selves authentic and trustworthy is a 
topic for another day.) 

It certainly seems, to my eye, that the 
search for a higher expression of commit-
ment is why my older half-brother Jesse 
decided to get married a few years ago. It 

was something of an unexpected develop-
ment, given that he wasn’t exactly an ideal 
candidate for marriage in the first place. 
He liked to travel, he valued his indepen-
dence, and, of course, he was carrying the 
same compromised marital heritage as 
me (although his mother has one fewer di-
vorce than mine). He’d even been in a suc-
cessful rock band at one point and spent 
the better part of his twenties and thirties 
chasing waves around the world, neither 
of which are alluded to in the literature as 
predictors of marital stability. 

And yet, somehow, the relationship he 
has with his wife Carla is about as close as 
you can get in the twenty-first century to 
an ideal marriage. Before they decided to 
get married they had tended to their ca-
reers, hung out with their friends, built 
their investments, and waited patiently for 
the time to come, whenever that would be. 
They’d even battle-tested their relation-
ship by spending a year traveling around 
the world together. While in Los Angeles, 
I asked him how, exactly, he’d managed to 
end up in what appeared, from the outside, 
to be a happy marriage. It was not a com-
fortable conversation. Pressing one’s par-
ents on a subject as emotionally fraught as 
marriage—their failed marriages, to be 
precise—might be difficult, but at least 
those were past experiences. My brother’s 
marriage, on the other hand, was still a go-
ing concern, and my worry lay in the fear 
that he’d tell me things weren’t as good as 
they seemed. 

We sat on his third-f loor deck in 
Santa Monica while he watered his 
plants and worked on his tan. I wasn’t 
surprised when he told me that his mar-
riage worked because he’d met the right 
woman, given that she was sleeping on 
the futon in the next room with the win-
dow open. But his body language said 
he was telling the truth. What he said 
next surprised me, until he’d finished, by 
which time it seemed obvious. “It’s actu-
ally easier being in a married relationship 
than an unmarried one,” he told me, “be-
cause it isn’t like you’re negotiating every 
day to be in a relationship. You are in a 
relationship—there’s no question about 
it any more. It’s actually a great freedom. 
I didn’t expect that. I thought it was going 
to be the opposite, that it would come with 
all these obligations. But it’s actually quite 
liberating. And enjoyable.”

fROm the maud poems
I Was Just Frosted

 Thanks, Ray, this is just what the doctor ordered.

 No, you never see me have one with olives – your father likes olives but I 
can’t stand them.

 No, cocktail onions are just picked small.  Turn that down, Dan.

  Avocados, toothpicks.  Coleus, root sprawl.

  The diffident glints of a late-day sun, rays

  splintered by leaves: they shake and, in their

  shaking, streak the light.  Transparent murk

  of glasses at the glass.

 Would you move just one inch over?  There.  The light was in my eye.

Splitting Hairs

 I learned how to make ring tum ditty when your father and I didn’t have

two cents to rub together.

 Well, these Saltines are a little stale.

 You don’t have to finish it, but no dessert if you don’t.

  You want the sound turned down, wound

  low, the dial on the dash cranked off.  You

  want no utterance, and peace, and a clear,

  unwheezing breathing.

 He was sick as a horse this morning but now he’s just feeling a little punk.  

 Don’t you wash that down the sink!
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The notion that marriage could be  
enjoyable wouldn’t be as surprising to 
many as it was to me. Jesse and I had in-
ternalized our parents’ various divorces 
in different ways, he by being loyal to the 
women he formed long-term relationships 
with, and me by assiduously avoiding ever 
getting into a long-term relationship. I’ve 
never even come close, and have always 
found a reason to end relationships before 
they truly get started. When I couldn’t find 
a good enough reason, I’d behaved badly 
enough that the other person did the dirty 
work for me.

Later that evening, after the ball 
game, heading back to Santa Monica 
with my father, I told him about how Jesse  
had defined a successful marriage, or at 
least, his. 

“Jesse’s right,” my father said. “For any 
relationship to work at this point in history, 
the easy shit has to be easy, because the 
hard stuff is really fucking hard.” 

My brother isn’t necessarily an outlier, 
either. Indeed, his relationship with his 

wife is an ideal representation of what’s 
best about the new marital paradigm. It’s 
one that, for all the cultural noise about the 
fact that fewer people are getting married 
today than a generation ago, should give 
the marital cynics pause. Today’s mar-
riages might be fewer, but they’re almost 
certainly better. Case in point: While men 
with the most rigid patriarchal beliefs used 
to have lower divorce rates than so-called 
“unconventional” men, today that’s been 
turned on its head. “Marital satisfaction,” 
says Stephanie Coontz, “is higher and 
divorce risk lower among couples who 
have more egalitarian, flexible gender  
attitudes.” 

All of this has created a fascinating 
paradox, she adds. The things that make a 
marriage potentially fairer, more reward-
ing, more intimate, more sexually satisfy-
ing than ever before, also make it “much 
more fragile.” Put differently, the existence 
of alternatives, of choices, of negotiable 
roles and flexible arrangements, and the 
opportunity that both partners have to 

exercise them—the very things that can 
create the conditions for a divorce—are 
also what make a contemporary marriage 
worth staying in. And the fact that more 
and more people are managing to do so 
speaks to our improving ability to make 
peace with this paradox. The institution 
of marriage, writ large, is undeniably less 
common, and therefore possibly weaker, 
than it was even a generation ago. But, 
ironically, the marriages of today appear 
to be both better and more durable.

For people my age this is particu-
larly true. Marriage is no longer the main 
course in our social and cultural lives. In-
stead, it’s an elegant but entirely optional 
garnish. Yet the fact that it is no longer an 
economic or cultural obligation makes it 
mean more, not less. Unlike my parents, 
who felt dragooned into getting married 
by cultural and social pressures before 
realizing that they had made a mistake 
(or, as it happened, another one) I get 
to make that choice—when, to whom, 
or not at all—unencumbered by their  
expectations or anyone else’s. 

And like so many people my age, 
I’m still looking forward to making it. 
Possibly that’s because marriage has 
evolved from an economic necessity into 
an aspirational exercise, a challenge will-
ingly met rather than a process silently 
endured. Or maybe it’s because I want 
to defy my background and do what my 
parents couldn’t. Perhaps it’s because, 
in our splintered, random, deracinated 
world, it actually is the highest expres-
sion of commitment one person can make 
to another. 

I was thinking about all of this when I 
dropped my rental car back off at the air-
port, headed through customs and tucked 
into a mediocre breakfast at LAX while 
waiting for my flight home. It had been 
three years since my father, my brother 
and I had been in the same city together, 
and with Jesse and Carla’s new baby it 
seemed likely to be a while before it hap-
pened again. As I listened to the speakers 
blaring out gate changes for travellers 
heading all over the planet, I couldn’t help 
but wonder if the next time I saw my father 
and brother together would be at another 
wedding. I hoped it wouldn’t be my broth-
er’s, but could easily imagine it being my 
father’s. Maybe it’ll even be my own. I’m 
not ruling it out.  Eb

 Wild Goose Chase

 Oh dear.  Would you pick that up, I dropped it.

 Ray, don’t make it too stiff.  Myr’s coming over to drop off the blueprints

and she might like to join us.

 He’s been a real pest all afternoon so he’s in the doghouse.  Dan!  You can

come out, but watch your p’s and q’s or – 

  Stanchion where a rope marks off the object.

  Wallpaper, striped: a slippery floor.  A

  guard. In his element.  Indices.  And the

  long, slow tumble of snow.

 Good Lord, it’s hotter than Hades in here!

–Susan Wheeler
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