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        If you marry, you will regret it;

        If you do not marry, you will also regret it...

      
        This is the sum and substance of all philosophy.
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        All have the potential for self-knowledge and sound thinking.

        HERACLITUS

      

      

      

      In my work as a psychiatrist, I help to treat mental disorder—and, I’m delighted to say, most of the people I see do get better.

      But why stop here?

      I believe that there is much more to mental health than the mere absence of mental disorder.

      Mental health is not just about surviving, but about thriving, about developing and expressing our highest, fullest potential as human beings.

      Before Christianity, there were, of course, the pagan gods, Zeus and Jupiter and their ilk. But, especially for the high-minded, there were also a number of philosophical schools, the major ones being cynicism, stoicism, skepticism, and epicureanism. Although each with its own outlook and method, all four schools aimed at the attainment of mental tranquillity and mastery, or ataraxia—making them, in my view, much more similar than different.

      Ataraxia [Greek, ‘lack of disturbance or trouble’] is also the guiding principle of this series, with each book, like each philosophy, adopting a distinct but complementary approach to peace of mind: exploring the deep origins of our distress in The Meaning of Madness; defending against the demons of self-deception in Hide and Seek; understanding and refining our emotions in Heaven and Hell; regulating our relations with others in For Better For Worse; developing our cognitive skills in Hypersanity; and, finally, redefining our concept of success and happiness in The Art of Failure.

      Although the series is numbered, each book can happily stand on its own—meaning that you can read just one or all six, and in whichever order you like.

      Ataraxia is closely linked with eudaimonia, which is often translated as ‘happiness’ but which is, in fact, a much deeper, fuller, and richer concept, sometimes articulated in terms of flourishing, or living a life that is worthwhile and fulfilling.

      The stakes could not be higher.
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            PREFACE

          

        

      

    

    
      We are the ultimate social animal. Our intimate relationships are the most important thing in our life, often, more important than life itself—insofar as we would die for those we love. But at a time of unprecedented social and technological change, the path to the intimacy that we crave has been confused, leaving us more connected and yet more alone and uncertain than ever before.

      Marriage is an ancient institution that evolved in a historical context of agrarian societies with low life expectancy, high fertility and infant mortality, and marked gender disparity. If it did serve our ancestors well, has it now outlived its usefulness? Whatever the answer to that question, there is, as we shall see, nothing natural or pre-ordained about marriage, or even monogamy, and while matrimony may be suited to some, it cannot be suited to all.

      For Better For Worse is intended as a thinking person’s guide to marriage and its alternatives, and to human relationships and sexuality in general. It is not intended as a polemic, and tries in as much as possible to let the facts and arguments speak for themselves—even though, in the final reckoning, marriage, like love, or trust, or religious belief, is, as it must be, a leap of faith that transcends reason and prudence. Unlike in some of my other books, there is no central thrust or argument—other than, perhaps, ‘it’s very complicated’ or ‘each to their own’. But even these, I think, are worthwhile messages in a world full of conventions, preconceptions, expectations, prejudice, and self-doubt.

      Where choice and bias have entered, it has mostly been in the selection of topics. Certain topics such as love and the family are central to any discussion of human relationships. Others, such as gender fluidity in gods and heroes and 'the oldest gays in history' are just too interesting or illuminating to leave out. The chapters around the history of love and sexuality speak to where we came from and how we got here, and shed light on the way forward. There is a loose progression to the chapters, but each one is fairly self-contained and you may choose to dip in and out and advance in any order or none at all.

      Even if you have already determined your destination, even if you have already set sail, this book should help you to navigate the storms and doldrums that lie ahead, and, more importantly, to question the very purpose and value of your journey.
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        Odysseus and Polyphemus, by Arnold Böcklin (c. 1896). Museum of Fine Arts, Boston

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Love, like madness, can only fill the models that society makes available.
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            MONOGAMY

          

        

      

    

    
      In the state of nature, people were generally polygamous, as are most animals. With many animals, the male leaves the female soon after copulating and long before any offspring are born. A male bear is liable to kill and eat any bear cub that it encounters, even if the cub happens to be its own. On the other hand, over 90 per cent of avian species are socially monogamous, as are the emperor penguin, the prairie vole, and the red-backed salamander. The flatworm Schistosoma mansoni (Figure 1), one of the major agents of the parasitic disease schistosomiasis (bilharzia), is monogamous in its male-female pairings within the human body—challenging the common prejudice that monogamy is more sophisticated, or ‘higher order’, than polygamy.

      
        
          [image: Schistosomes copulationg.]
        

        Figure 1. Schistosomes copulating. Scanning electron micrograph of a pair of S. mansoni. Can you feel the love blossoming inside you?

      

      According to genetic studies, it is only relatively recently, around 10,000 years ago, that monogamy began to prevail over polygamy in human populations. A rise in monogamous unions may have been tied to the development of sedentary agriculture, helping to maintain land and property within the same narrow kin group.

      Polygamy may enable a male to sire more offspring, but monogamy can, in certain circumstances, represent a more successful overall reproductive strategy. By sticking with the same female, a male can be more or less sure that the female’s offspring are also his, and protect this offspring from being killed by male rivals intent on returning the female to fertility (breastfeeding being a natural contraceptive).

      Monogamy may also have more long-term advantages. Compared to the young of other species, human offspring are far more dependent on parental care, and for much longer. Bi-parental care makes (or made) them much more likely to arrive at reproductive maturity. Without bi-parental care, human beings may never have evolved the large and hungry brains that have led to democracy, space exploration, and the Daily Mail.
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      A cuckold is a man who is unknowingly investing himself into raising offspring that are not genetically his own. Cuckolds are sometimes represented with horns in an allusion to the mating habits of stags, which forfeit their mate when defeated by another male. Remember all those school photographs with the ‘bunny ears’?

      There is an urban legend that 10-30 per cent of fathers, or supposed fathers, are cuckolds. Genetic studies indicate that, over the past several hundred years, human extra-pair paternity rates have remained near constant at around 1 per cent. Despite the potential genetic advantage to the offspring of having been fathered by a ‘fitter specimen’, in practice, cuckolding seems to have been kept in check by male jealousy, female fear of spousal aggression or abandonment, and social and religious codes that strongly discourage adultery.

      Even in biblical times (from around 1200 to 65 BCE), polygamy still vied alongside monogamy in the Near East. There are several instances of polygamy in the Old Testament: Moses had two wives, Abraham three, Jacob four, David at least eighteen, and Solomon all of… seven hundred.

      Still, the Bible gives polygamy a bad rap. According to the Book of Kings, Solomon had ‘seven hundred wives, princesses, and three hundred concubines’, but ‘his wives turned away his heart after [towards] other gods: and his heart was not perfect with the Lord his God…’

      The creation story on the very first pages of the Old Testament seeks to enforce a monogamous ethos. In Genesis 1, God seems to have created man and woman at the same time: ‘So God created man in His own image, in the image of God created He him; male and female created He them.’ After blessing them, the first thing He tells them is, ‘be fruitful and multiply, and replenish the earth.’

      But no one proofread the Bible, and Genesis 2 finds Adam alone in Eden. God says that ‘it is not good that the man should be alone’, and creates Eve from one of Adam’s ribs. Upon seeing Eve for the first time, Adam declares, ‘This is now bone of my bones, and flesh of my flesh… Therefore shall a man leave his father and his mother, and shall cleave unto his wife: and they shall be one flesh.’

      The serpent that draws Eve, and by Eve Adam, to eat from the tree of the knowledge of good and evil is sss-eductive, and phallic in form, and, on one level, represents sexual temptation or adultery. To punish Eve for falling for the snake, God curses her to marital subservience and the pangs of childbirth. He clothes Adam and Eve in skins and casts them out of Eden.

      The Old Testament also features some more subtle steers towards monogamy. For example, the Book of Deuteronomy favours the first wife, assuming that she has borne a son, in stating that a man must bequeath his property to his first-born son even if he hates that son’s mother and loves another wife.
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      Adam’s pronouncement upon seeing Eve for the first time (‘This is now bone of my bones … and they shall be one flesh’) seems to imply marriage and monogamy as the norm for man. Paul the Apostle (d. 67 CE), in 1 Timothy, spells out that, ‘A bishop must be blameless, the husband of one wife…’

      On bases such as these, the Catholic Church has almost since its inception condemned polygamy. But in a letter to the Saxon Chancellor Gregor Brück, no less than Martin Luther (d. 1546), the catalyst of the Reformation, confided that he could not ‘forbid a man to marry several wives, for it does not contradict scripture’—which technically it doesn’t.
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            POLYGAMY

          

        

      

    

    
      Historically, most cultures that permitted polygamy permitted polygyny (a man taking two or more wives) rather than polyandry (a woman taking two or more husbands). In his first-hand account of the Gallic Wars, Julius Cæsar says that, among ancient Britons, ‘ten and even twelve men have wives in common,’ particularly brothers, or fathers and sons—which sounds more like group marriage than polyandry proper.

      Polyandry is typically tied to scarcity of land and resources, as, for example, in certain parts of the Himalayas, and serves to restrain population growth. If it involves several brothers married to the same wife (fraternal polyandry), it also protects the family’s land and assets from division.

      In Europe, this preservation of patrimony was generally achieved through the feudal rule of primogeniture (‘first born’), still practised today among the British aristocracy, by which the eldest legitimate son inherits the entire estate (or almost) of both parents. Primogeniture has antecedents in the Bible, with Esau selling his ‘birthright’ to his younger brother Jacob.

      Today, most countries that permit polygamy—invariably in the form of polygyny—are countries with a Muslim majority or sizeable Muslim minority. In some countries, such as India, polygamy is legal only for Muslims. In others, such as Russia and South Africa, it is illegal but not criminalized.

      Under Islamic marital jurisprudence, a man can take up to four wives, so long as he treats them all equally. But while it is true that Islam permits polygyny, it does not require or impose it: in principle, marriage can only occur by mutual consent, and a bride is able to stipulate that her husband-to-be is not to take a second wife. Monogamy is by far the norm in Muslim societies, as most men cannot afford to maintain more than one family, and of those who can many would rather not. Still, polygyny remains common across much of West Africa, rooted in part in the trans-Atlantic slave trade, which, for a long time, led to important gender imbalances in those regions.

      Polygamy is criminalized across Europe and the Americas, as well as in China, Australia, and other countries. Even so, there are many instances of polygamy in the West, especially within immigrant communities and religious groups such as the Fundamentalist Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-Day Saints (FLDS Church) and other Mormon fundamentalists.
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      What are the pros and cons of polygamy (or polygyny)? A man who takes more than one wife satisfies more of his sexual appetites, signals high social status, and generally feels better about himself. His many children supply him with a ready source of labour, and the means, through arranged marriages, to create multiple, reliable, and durable economic, social, and political alliances. Polygyny may be costly, but in the long term it can make a rich man richer still.

      Even in monogamous societies, powerful men often establish long-term sexual relationships with women other than their wives (called concubinage), although in this case the junior partners and the children born to them do not enjoy the same legal protections as the formal or ‘legitimate’ wife and children. The Sun King, Louis XIV of France, had several official and unofficial mistresses. His chief mistress at any one time carried the title of maîtresse-en-titre [‘official mistress’], and the most notorious one, Françoise-Athénaïs, Marquise de Montespan, bore him no fewer than seven children (Figure 2).
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        Figure 2. The Marquise de Montespan and four of her royal children. Versailles Palace, Paris.

      

      In some cases, a man—most famously Henry VIII of England—might get divorced to marry a much younger woman (serial monogamy), thereby monopolizing the reproductive lifespan of more than one woman without suffering the social sanctions of polygamy.

      If divorce has become so common, it is in part because people are living for much longer, whereas in the past death would have done the job of divorce. ‘Till death do us part’ means a great deal more today than it ever has.

      Polygyny might even benefit the women involved, who may come to enjoy one another’s company, and share out the burdens of housekeeping and childrearing. Younger wives may add to the status and standing of the first wife, while subtracting from her responsibilities.

      In times of war, with high male absenteeism and mortality, polygyny supports population growth and replenishment by ensuring that every female can find a mate.
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      But of course polygyny also has drawbacks, especially when viewed through a modern, Western lens. First and foremost, polygyny sanctions and perpetuates gender inequality, with co-wives officially and patently subordinated to their husband.

      Women in polygynous unions tend to marry at a younger age, into a setup that is bound to foster jealousy, competition, and conflict, with instances of co-wives poisoning one another’s offspring in a bid to advance their own.

      Although the husband ought in principle to treat his co-wives equitably, in practice he will almost invariably favour one over the others—typically the youngest, most recent one. Tensions may be reduced by establishing a clear hierarchy among the co-wives, or if the co-wives are sisters (sororal polygyny), or if they each keep a separate household (hut polygyny).

      While polygyny may benefit the men involved, it denies wives to other men, especially young, low-status men, who, like all men, tend to measure their success by their manhood, that is, by the twin parameters of social status and fertility.

      With so little to lose and look forward to, these frustrated men are much more likely to turn to crime and violence, including sexual violence and warmongering—and it is perhaps telling that polygamy is practiced in almost all of the 20 most unstable countries on the Fragile States Index.

      These social inequalities are only aggravated by the brideprice, a payment from the groom to the bride’s family. Brideprice is a frequent feature of polygynous unions, and intended to compensate the bride’s family for the loss of a pair of hands.

      Divorce typically requires that the brideprice be returned, leaving many
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