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Fikrun wa Fann/Art & Thought No. 86 - Love 

 

 

Love Many – Never Marry! 

Is Marriage Still Recommendable? 

Felicitas von Lovenberg 

 

Marriage is in no greater crisis now than it was fifty, thirty, or even ten years ago. Large numbers 

of couples still courageously walk up the aisle, or into the registry office, despite the know-ledge 

that almost one in three marriages (one in two in big cities) ends in divorce. The fact that we are 

surrounded by love – and the failure of love – has never cooled our enthusiasm and our esteem for 

love. But would it not be better to do without marriage altogether? 

 

Almost one in three marriages in Germany ends in divorce and the rate is increasing. Only once in 

the last thirty years did it drop, namely in the fever of the reunification years, 1989 to 1992. Half 

of all divorced marriages involve children under the age of eighteen. But while the birth rate is 

lower than the death rate, the number of people getting married is still higher than the number of 

people getting divorced. Although the number of marriages has remained at a relatively constant 

low level for years, the number of divorces continues to increase; it will not be long before there is 

parity in the figures. In 1950, 750,452 couples got married – a record in post-war Germany. In 

2003, just over half this amount (382,911) tied the knot. In the same year, 214,000 marriages 

were dissolved in court.  

For centuries, men have not tired of telling other men that marriage is a battlefield, a vile curse, an 

exercise in pretence, and a mental illness. Robert Louis Stevenson, Theodor Fontane and Friedrich 

Nietzsche all said so in their time. Men have always known it and women have recently found it out. 

While women used to be encouraged to marry as young and as well as possible, men were advised 

to put off getting married for as long as they could. Oscar Wilde summed up the matter beautifully 

when he said that all women should be married, and no men. To put it another way, the traditional 

view of things is that marriage is more suited to the female than the male character. That said, 

men do better by marriage than women. There will come a day when single men will not be 

allowed to take out life or health insurance, the reason being that married men live longer, are 

more healthy, tend less to mental instability, earn more, and are less at risk of committing crimes 

(unless, that is, adultery is considered a crime) than their unmarried counterparts. Not only that, 

but married men are happier than bachelors. It has been proven that marriage is so extremely 

beneficial for men that some sociologists even claim it is possible to determine the overall state of 

a society simply by looking at the number of married men: the higher the number, the happier the 

society. This is also illustrated by the fact that men who have once experienced the delights of the 

married state do everything in their power to enter it a second or even a third time. Some 80% of 
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all divorced and widowed men marry again. That being the case, it is safe to assume that men who 

cast aspersions on marriage do so either to hide their mental dependence on it or because they 

never found a woman they wanted to marry. 

Upon meeting a man for the first time, modern women should not ask themselves whether he is 

the right man to father her children. If she is realistic she will ask herself whether this is the man 

she would one day like her children to spend their weekends with. 

So how did this state of affairs come about? For centuries, marriage was securely established as an 

economic and social alliance of convenience. But then love descended upon us in the form of 

romantic literature, and ever since, chaos has reigned supreme. While mothers once told their 

daughters that they would learn to love their husbands in the fullness of time – regardless of how 

improbable that might have seemed at the start – an increasing number of women were now 

looking for evidence of this possibility before the wedding. The candidate now had to prove his love 

to her before slipping a ring on her finger. As soon as women earned the right to reject a proposal 

of marriage, men began to lose control. Ever since, the rules of romance continue to follow the 

traditional pattern: two people meet, fall in love, get engaged, get married, have children, and stay 

together ‘until death us do part’. In two-thirds of all cases, however, it is no longer death that parts 

spouses, but everyday life, another women (or another man), careers, boredom, the dream of self-

fulfilment, jealousy, inadequacy, or quite simply irreconcilable incompatibility. Love is nature’s 

attempt to do away with reason; marriages that are entered into for love are frequently an attempt 

to deal with problems as a couple that one would never have had on one’s own.  

Of course, it is very un-PC to say anything against marriage, especially as married couples and 

families are virtually considered endangered species in this ageing country of ours whose 

population is shrinking and whose inhabitants are incapable of sustaining relationships. Yet nothing 

poses a greater risk for couples than a marriage certificate. After all, if you don’t get married, you 

can’t get divorced. But as everyone knows, the most beautiful dreams of freedom are dreamed by 

those in captivity. This is also why most people are willing to try it again even if it didn’t work the 

first time around. One could even say that it is obviously much easier to get married a second, 

third, or fourth time than it is to get married the first time – Joschka Fischer, Liz Taylor, Princess 

Stephanie of Monaco and Frank Sinatra all being fine examples of this theory. 

Every marriage is, of course, different. Then again, they are not. If one takes a closer look at 

marriage, it becomes apparent that there are certain different types.  

 

The Evolution of Marriage 

And what do you know – not only does the same thing recur time and time again (a most 

comforting discovery), but one can also observe a development in couples’ behaviour. The path to 

the ideal relationship passes through seven stages. Some people pass through each stage in the 

course of their time on Earth, others through no more than two or three. Every one of us, however, 

will find ourselves at one of these seven stages at some point in our lives for the simple reason 

that our relationships develop along with our desires and hopes. Thankfully, love does not obey the 

rules of logic. This is why the evolution is not linear – taking us from a basement flat straight to 
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seventh heaven – but a cycle in which all of us, at one time or another, are either at the starting 

line, the finishing line, or somewhere in between. The good news is that none of these stages is 

permanent and that each one of them can be adapted to create the ideal relationship. 

 

The Love-Match 

The widespread love -match is right at the start of the evolutionary cycle: the imponderable feeling 

on which it is built is evident from its name. The couple marries in ardour and after a few months 

or years each is astonished to discover that their spouse is not in fact the god-like husband or 

angelic wife they thought him or her to be. Nevertheless, what was good enough for couples like 

Romeo and Juliet, Napoleon and Josephine, Edward VII and Wallis Simpson, or Ingrid Bergman and 

Roberto Rossellini is certainly still considered a good model to aspire to: the love-match has long 

since become the rule rather than the exception, albeit with mixed success, as divorce rates clearly 

illustrate. In view of the fact that it is very difficult to domesticate passion, the match, if it doesn’t 

quickly break down altogether, soon takes the traditional course and settles into the usual patri-

archal division of roles.  

 

The Conventional Match 

Many a match made in love develops into a form of marriage that the English succinctly describe as 

follows: ‘It begins when she sinks into his arms, and ends with her arms in the sink.’ The couple 

quickly settles into their traditional roles: the woman stays at home with the children, aware that 

her place is in the kitchen, while the man goes out into the world as the breadwinner. This is the 

way it was with both Goethe and Christiane Vulpius and Thomas Mann and Katia Pringsheim. Even 

Gertrude Stein and Alice B. Toklas lived like a conventional married couple, as do the Queen and 

Prince Philip, albeit with reversed roles. Traditional marriages, which are a combination of affection 

and convenience, are not however solely under threat from our desire to emulate Philemon and 

Baucis and experience the bond for life as a bond for love; they are also under threat from another, 

dreadful competitor: the career. Many a conventional match has faltered as a result of the desire to 

combine marriage, family, and career.  

 

The Marriage of Reason 

If one cannot rely on the permanence of feelings, then maybe one can rely on more tangible  

reasons for staying together? Those who don’t trust their own feelings, let alone those of their 

partner, would do well to marry out of reason, in other words out of a stout love for power or 

money, in order to beget an heir, or as an alibi. Such marriages of reason, which were obligatory 

for rulers and heirs to the throne for millennia (and which still exist in many parts of the world 

today) are not as rare in these heady days of love as one might expect. Evita and Juan Peron, 

Grace Kelly and Prince Rainier of Monaco, Jacqueline Bouvier and John F. Kennedy; even Marianne 

Hoppe and Gustaf Gründgens or Vita Sackville-West and Harold Nicolson are prime examples of 

this kind of match. The durability of these marriages proves that feelings can indeed follow reason. 
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However, all too often it is passion that wins the day – passion for someone other than one’s 

spouse – and when this happens, the once so reasonable couple ends up in a divorce court.  

 

Serial Monogamy 

The fourth stage of the marriage evolution is serial monogamy. But are those people who marry 

twice, three times, or even four times, really happier than the idealist who says ‘I do’ first time 

around? Have they learned from their errors and divorces, or are the differences between their 

spouses so minimal that they might as well have stayed with the first one? That said, one must 

admit that, while they might not employ such brutal methods as Henry VIII in order to separate 

from their spouses, serial monogamists don’t have it easy. Instead of the peace and harmony they 

so desire, many of them experience the yo-yo effect of romantic evolution. Was Romy Schneider 

happier with Daniel Biasini than she was with Alain Delon or Harry Meyen? Did Alma Schindler 

come closest to marital bliss as Mrs Mahler, Mrs Gropius, or Mrs Werfel? Sca rlett O’Hara may have 

amassed an impressive collection of husbands, but she still wasn’t able to hold on to Rhett Butler. 

That said, we all know of cases where people have found happiness second time around. 

Nevertheless, can one trust a person who just ke eps saying ‘I do’?  

 

The Threesome 

When conducted with kindness and consideration, the threesome can be a more satisfactory state 

of affairs for all parties involved. The man, who moves between wife and lover, considers himself 

lucky; the women divide the areas of responsibility between them. While one feels secure in her 

role as wife, the other is secretly relieved not to have to look after the man 24/7. The seductresses 

that make such relationships possible generally break the mould. This is as true for Madame de 

Pompadour and Lola Montez as it is for Camilla Parker-Bowles. Sometimes, though, it is two men 

who vie for the affections of the same woman, famous examples being portrayed in the films Jules 

et Jim and Casablanca. However, such threesomes are rarely sustainable. The reason is that what 

is in actual fact the most honest form of marriage is generally lived as a lie. When it is, an affair 

can be fatal for a marriage. While having an affair may be the oldest way of dispelling the 

monotony of monogamy, there is nothing the monogamist fears more than being cheated on. It is 

very often the case that all three go their separate ways in the end. 

 

Singledom 

Those who don’t enjoy the excitement of such emotional swings and roundabouts are generally 

quite relieved to be able to sit it out and wait in the wings for a while. The rising number of 

singletons is a significant indication of society’s advancing wisdom in matters of love. After all, 

most singletons would prefer to remain single than to be in a relationship that does not fulfil them. 

An Orpheus, the quintessential sad single, has absolutely nothing to do with ladykillers à la 

Casanova or Porfirio Rubirosa – men who don’t spend their nights alone, but don’t want any 

commitment either because they shy away from the restrictions and responsibility that love brings. 

Orpheus, on the other hand, found the love of his life in the form of Eurydice and lost her again. 
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However, in doing so, he learned something priceless. While most men need a skirt to cling to – 

without which they quickly go a bit strange – we are surrounded by inspiring single women, not of 

the Bridget Jones variety, but more like George Sand, Coco Chanel, or Marion Gräfin Dönhoff. Many 

of them have experienced and rejected marriage in its many guises or were not able to reconcile 

themselves to the idea of marriage in the first place. However, it is not only single mothers and 

fathers but also those who are separated from their partners or divorced who know the many 

pitfalls of much-lauded independence. After all, who wants to spend their life married only to their 

career, or going to bed every night with a book?  

 

The Ideal Relationship 

Singles are no different from anybody else. They dream of the ideal relationship – but they are 

closer to this dream than those who find themselves muddling along at one of the earlier stages of 

the marriage evolution. However, we can console ourselves with the thought that everyone – 

singles, passionately married couples, or those whose feelings for their spouses have cooled – has 

the chance to find the ideal relationship, a love of the kind between Odysseus and Penelope, 

Florentino Ariza and Fermina Daza in the novel Love in the Time of Cholera by Gabriel García 

Márquez, Katherine Hepburn and Spencer Tracy, or the long relationship between Prince Charles 

and Camilla Parker-Bowles, who have to start right back at the beginning now that they have got 

married. Most marriages stumble over everyday life and the broken dream that a marriage 

certificate gives one the right to everlasting love without actually having to do anything to earn it. 

And there we have the crux of the matter. What is the ideal relationship? Not sitting back in 

matrimonial security and trusting that love, passion, and a genuine interest in your spouse will of 

course last ‘until death us do part’ just because you once said ‘I do’. There is much more to an 

ideal relationship than this. To achieve the ideal relationship, you have to be willing on a daily basis 

to respond to your partner, take him or her seriously, and to take nothing for granted. It is both a 

mental and a physical challenge. After all, as in life itself, love is about not letting the fires of 

passion be quenched by satisfaction.  

As Napoleon once said, ‘The best way to keep your word is not to give it in the first place.’ Today’s 

true romantics are those who don’t give a fig about security, marriage-related tax breaks and pre-

marital contracts. They know that love is a Sisyphean task. It is all about having the courage to let 

yourself in for a life-long struggle that comes with no guarantees of success or durability. Those 

who are brave enough to do without the comforts and conveniences of marriage can find out, to 

their surprise, day after day, that they would in fact like to spend the rest of their lives with that 

person. That one person and no one else. 

 

 

Translated by Aingeal Flanagan  

 

Felicitas von Lovenberg (b. 1974) is a literary editor for the features section of the Frankfurter Allgemeine 

Zeitung. She has been married once. She has written a book on love and marriage entitled Verliebe dich oft, 
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verlobe dich selten, heirate nie? Die Sehnsucht nach der romantischen Liebe. (Fall in Love Often, Rarely Get 

Engaged, Never Marry? The Yearning for Romantic Love) published by Droemer Verlag, München 2005. 

 
 
 
 
 

 


