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Praise for VOWS

    “[T]imely… [Mendelson] makes compelling points regarding
        the interconnectedness of love, desire, and commitment.”

    —The New Yorker

    “Fascinating and morally serious… Vows is many books in one—
        and, impressively, all of them are successful.”

    —Tara Isabella Burton, The Wall Street Journal

    “[Mendelson] sees marriage vows and the institution itself as the
        ‘world’s best blueprint for happiness,’ and she makes a lively and
        elegant case.”

    —Katherine Howell, National Review

    “[A]n illuminating deep dive into the meaning of wedding vows…
        The wide-ranging narrative draws on an impressive array of
        sources, from Ovid to the polyamorous Oneida community in
        nineteenth-century New York. It’s a hugely informative history
        of the very idea of what makes a marriage.”

    —Publishers Weekly (starred review)

    “Written with a novelist’s empathy, in a lively style (‘the anonymizing
        mists of history’), and with wide-ranging references
        (one doesn’t often meet Bishop Thomas Cranmer and guests of
        Geraldo Rivera in the same volume), Vows is a fine marriage of
        author and subject. Whether or not you agree that marriage’s venerable
        vows still form ‘the world’s best blueprint for happiness,’
        you will be surprised and enlightened by Cheryl Mendelson’s
        new book.”

    —Thomas Mallon, author of Henry and Clara and Fellow Travelers

    “What a magnificent book. It is about promises and the words
        that express promises. But it is also about love and marriage and
        the role they have played in our lives over the ages. The author’s
        learning is lightly worn, but it is profound. It is a long time since
        I have enjoyed a book this much and been as moved and affected
        by the wisdom behind it.”

    —Alexander McCall Smith, bestselling author of No. 1 Ladies’ Detective Agency series

    “A remarkable book.”

    —Alan Jacobs, author of Breaking Bread with the Dead and The Year of Our Lord 1943
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For E





[M]arriage, the only subject.

—W. H. Auden, letter to James Stern, October 1944







Mayor: We are gathered together here in the presence of these witnesses to join this man and this woman in matrimony, which is an honorable estate, and is not to be entered into unadvisedly or lightly, but reverently and discreetly…

Mayor to the Groom: ____, will you take this woman to be your wedded wife, to live together in the estate of matrimony? Will you love, honor and keep her; in sickness and in health, and forsaking all others, keep yourself only unto her, as long as you both shall live?

Mayor to the Bride: ____, will you take this man to be your wedded husband, to live together in the estate of matrimony? Will you love, honor and keep him; in sickness and in health, and forsaking all others, keep yourself only unto him, so long as you both shall live?

Mayor to the Groom: ____, take ____ by the hand and repeat after me. “I, ____, take thee ____, to be my wedded wife, to have and to hold from this day forward, for better, for worse, for richer, for poorer, in sickness and in health, to love and to cherish until death do us part.”

Mayor to the Bride: ____, repeat after me. “I, ____, take thee ____, to be my wedded husband, to have and to hold from this day forward, for better, for worse, for richer, for poorer, in sickness and in health, to love and to cherish, until death do us part.”

Mayor: For as much as ____ and ____ have consented together in wedlock and have witnessed the same before this company, and thereto have given and pledged their troth, each to the other, and have declared the same by joining hands.

Now, by the authority vested in me by the State of Michigan and the Office of Mayor of the City of ____, I pronounce you to be husband and wife and extend to you my best wishes for a successful and happy married life together.

—The Civil Marriage Ceremony Handbook for Mayors of Michigan (2015)






I Foundations




Chapter One MY TROTH?


So I, admiring of his qualities:

Things base and vile, holding no quantity,

Love can transpose to form and dignity:

Love looks not with the eyes, but with the mind;

And therefore is wing’d Cupid painted blind.

—William Shakespeare, A Midsummer Night’s Dream, Act 1, Scene 1



My interest in the marriage vows first sparked when I found myself unexpectedly taking them. It was a tragicomic experience.

The man I was marrying had been my college boyfriend. But soon after graduation, when we were fledgling graduate students at different universities, he announced that he thought we should date other people while continuing as lovers in an intimate partnership. I couldn’t do that. We broke up, at least theoretically, but teary telephone calls continued for weeks. In a state of indescribable misery, I withdrew from the university and made plans to go stay with friends in Boston and look for a job. En route, I would stop to say goodbye in person. This, we thought, would make the break real and final, but I never made it to Boston.

We spent three days breaking up. To my surprise—I had thought he’d be relieved—as I packed up to go to the airport, he became increasingly upset and finally fell ill with a fierce attack of migraine. I knew he was prone to these excruciating headaches, but I hadn’t ever seen him go through one, and I was shocked and worried. In the midst of his pain and nausea, he asked me to marry him. His agony paralyzed me with guilt. Worse, I interpreted this quagmire of guilt, pain, dependency, and need as frustrated mutual love. Marriage would fix it. I said yes. We decided to do it immediately and planned to go for a license the next day.

But first we called our parents. All four of them were aghast at what was obviously impulsive, irrational behavior and tried hard to talk us out of it. His finally hung up on us. Mine were more determined. “Don’t do anything until we get there,” my father shouted. They drove a thousand miles and showed up the following night with my baby brother.

The next day, the legal waiting period having ended, we climbed the steps of city hall, where a judge in black robes awaited us. My mother was resigned but my father was still trying to talk me out of it. “No one’s going to laugh at you if you back out now,” he said. “It’s not too late.” I was insulted—as though I would actually marry someone because I was afraid of being laughed at! Meanwhile, my soon-to-be-husband was now over his migraine and looking stony-faced, but he didn’t suggest calling it off. The five of us entered the judge’s chambers, grim and nervous.

The gray-haired judge took in this disgruntled family group with a frown—the despairing parents; the confused and worried four-year-old who couldn’t figure out why the grown-ups were upset; the now openly angry young groom in an ill-fitting suit bought that morning at my father’s insistence, down the block from a jewelry store where we found a cheap gold ring. Gently, the judge asked a few questions, trying to warm things up. He sighed and opened a black book, explaining, to my surprise, that we were to say “I will,” not “I do,” when he put questions to us. Then he read out a wedding ceremony filled with ancient rhythms and words foreign to my Appalachian Presbyterian ears, archaic versions of the marriage vows about loving and honoring each other, for better, for worse, for richer, for poorer, in sickness and in health, and forsaking all others, as long as we both lived, and thereto pledging our troth. (I now know this to have been an American version of the 1662 Anglican ceremony.)

The groom choked out his “I will”s, but when the troth business came up, he interrupted to ask, in a snidely bright conversational tone, “What’s a troth?” The judge only paused to give him a cold stare and went on with the ceremony. Horribly embarrassed, I saw that I should put a stop to the whole thing, but I still had some idea that the only way out of our tangle was forward. Once we were married, all this pain, guilt, shame, and madness would be cured by the power of the institution. Also, I did see with terrible clarity how everyone would laugh if I backed out now. The story would be repeated by my siblings with howls of hilarity at every Thanksgiving dinner, forever. This, obviously, was no reason to go through with it, but it raised in me some perverse, defiant wish to do the wrong thing. I plunged. As the judge closed his black book, he turned to my new husband and told him, in an icy voice that he probably had only ever used to address convicted murderers, that “troth” meant truth and faithfulness.

Was I less mature than the average twenty-two-year-old? I can only hope so. We had what I came to call a hysterical marriage, licensed but not really a marriage—like a hysterical pregnancy, when the woman swells but not with a baby. We had the certificate but not the reality—not for a moment. My always angry husband was soon spouting sarcastic criticism not only of his own marriage but of all marriages. A surprising number of our friends shared his views. In our graduate-student social world the dominant attitude toward matrimony was negative, even contemptuous. In a way, it allowed our promises no legitimacy. Adultery was commonplace. Other people came on to both of us, in his case successfully, which led to repeated separations and increasingly tense reunions. After seven years, we parted permanently.

It’s hard to imagine a world in which our absurd decision to marry wouldn’t have ended in divorce. But I could see that friends whose marriages had more propitious beginnings than ours had to fight many of the same battles. The general atmosphere of suspicion toward the institution seemed to me to seep into actual marriages, exaggerating their frustrations and minimizing their satisfactions. Most marriages in our circle of friends broke up. Social hostility toward marriage and even toward love, expressed in contempt, disapproval, and unfriendly theorizing, took a toll on both.

The tracks of this miserable marital experience are all over this book. It’s preoccupied with the vows and their history, how love works, how couples and their social worlds interact, how unfriendly social surroundings affect couples, how different social practices and institutions erected to deal with love have profound political and economic effects.

Many truths about love and marriage tend to be overlooked and underthought because they lie on unclaimed turf. They are a subject that belongs to the world of values and the subjective parts of life—to religion or ethics, perhaps, but to no field of scientific expertise. Historians, social scientists, biologists, and economists have no techniques to lay bare its secrets. If they have to deal with it, they mostly talk around it, eyes averted, or they circle it warily, preferring indirect approaches, for example in theories about divorce or marriage rates or sexual behaviors. Psychologists and psychoanalysts, clerics, and professional moralists do claim the subject and say important things about it, but, historians of church liturgies aside, they are mostly silent about its ceremonies and rituals and how they reflect and shape the interactions of couples, love, and social relations. This book explores a patch of this abandoned ground.

In some ways, marriage is a historical constant, a social form that holds its shape through human revolutions because that shape answers to underlying, unchanging human realities. Human revolutions, however, have been frequent in the past sixty years, and the laws of marriage have changed dramatically. In 1967 the United States Supreme Court, in Loving v. Virginia, held that the many state laws banning interracial marriage were unconstitutional. Soon after Loving, no-fault divorce laws were enacted in every state, and the following years also saw scores of narrower changes in most states’ laws, many of them directed toward making men and women equal under the law. In 2015, Obergefell v. Hodges established constitutional protection for same-sex marriage. Some people press for further changes, whether to make marriage conform to new social and political values or to overturn revolutions of the past half century.

This means that to write about the marriage vows—which in some respects predate these revolutions by nearly a millennium—is to pick one’s way through a cultural minefield. Whether wedding vows need rethinking, updating, or, possibly, discarding is now a wide-open question. Having thought, read, and rethought, I concluded—for reasons that this book exists to lay out—that the answer is a solid no. The traditional marriage vows, though they contain phrases composed a thousand or more years ago, are a form of words that say exactly what love still wants to say. Over the centuries, particular words and specific vows have come and gone, but the modern versions all retain ancient cadences and phrases. Even the most recent change, which dropped the woman’s vow of obedience, is at least a century old. Deleting that vow was, moreover, merely a return to the rite’s origins, for the oldest vows on record were simple, identical promises for men and women.

The medieval promises included in the modern versions are startlingly free of offenses to modern sensibilities. They don’t create social, racial, cultural, classist, or sexual exclusions, and they don’t erect hierarchies and inequalities of any sort. They easily embrace gay marriage without a single altered word because they are about a certain kind of love—marital love. Morally, formal marriage is freely available to any two people who share that kind of love, whose nature is a subject of this book. Legally, you can get married without love, but marriage is more than a legal status. Wedding vows exist to honor and protect marital love.

Ceremonies based on vows, for obvious reasons, do not work for nonconsensual systems of matrimony. To vow is to bind oneself, by one’s words, to some action. If a “vow” is forced, it isn’t self-binding—someone other than oneself commands it—and isn’t really a vow. Vows thus have a natural fit with marriage based on love, which is never something done to you but something you yourself freely choose. Marriage for love can exist only where mate choice is free.

But around the world and throughout history, mate choice has not been free in a number of ways. Marriage by bride capture (sometimes ritualized, with the bride’s advance consent) once existed on every continent—in Brazilian tribes, the Mayans, ancient and early medieval European peoples, Greenland natives, Tibetans, the Maori, Australian Indigenous peoples, the Chinese and Indians. Parents everywhere exercised powerful authority over their children’s marriages, and in many regions preferred that their children marry their cousins—a policy still common in some parts of the world as it ensures solidarity among family clans and keeps dowry wealth within the clan. Mate choice was often based on clan, totem, tribe, or blood relationship. Of course, love can and does arise in such systems, but it must make heavy compromises with other motives. If unbendable rules dictate that a man must marry his mother’s brother’s daughter, he probably doesn’t marry her for love or think of marriage as the means of satisfying love. When mates aren’t freely chosen for love, the connection between love and marriage will be more tenuous.

In the Western world, two thousand and more years ago, a limited type of monogamy was the law in ancient Greece and Rome. Men were permitted to have only one legal wife, who held all marital legal privileges, but men (not, of course, women) might also have additional relationships with concubines and sexual relations with women of lower social orders and with slaves. Nor was marriage open to all comers. Throughout the first millennium, in Rome and much of Christianized Europe, slaves could not marry each other, and free people could not marry slaves. The marriage of a Roman senator, or his son or grandson, to a freed woman or an actress was void. (Acting was not considered a respectable profession.) In feudal Europe, too, a nobleman and a lower-class woman could have only a limited type of marriage in which the woman and their children had no inheritance rights, but the children were legitimate, not bastardized. Serfs needed their lords’ permission to marry. Household servants, apprentices, and laborers might not marry without their masters’ permission.

The church always called for monogamy, but throughout the first millennium it regarded matrimony as a secular matter to be left to civil authorities. In England, only late in the eleventh century did the church gain control over marriage law. Over the centuries, the church increasingly supported freedom of choice in mates and even took steps toward backing children’s right to defy parental control over their marriages. (Remember the helpful friar in Romeo and Juliet.) But, while eventually favoring individual choice in choosing a mate, it instituted a very strict form of monogamy. It forbade divorce. Married people who separated could not marry someone else until one of them died. In the long run, the church’s success in forwarding monogamy resulted in vast improvements in women’s status and condition and, indirectly, led to a broader social equality and, eventually, sexual equality, a story revisited in later sections of this book. The Reformation widely resecularized marriage but retained its monogamy and its vows, which were supported in Protestantism both by religious instruction and also via the spirit of individual self-determination that the Reformation fostered. Vows seemed the natural way for self-governing people to tie themselves together with bonds of love.

In the West, marrying is now so thoroughly identified with ceremonial vow-taking that “taking vows” is a synonym for getting married. It’s a surprise to realize that this custom is actually a historical and anthropological oddity. Most of the world, for most of history, married without vows. Edward Westermarck’s three-volume History of Human Marriage reports no wedding vows outside the West. Traditional weddings among native peoples of Asia, Africa, Australia, and the Americas had and have no vow-taking. Vows—solemn promises—are important in many societies, and were important in the ancient world, but they weren’t part of weddings. In ancient Rome, the only promises relating to marriage were spelled out in a contract between the father of the bride and the groom or his father that laid out mostly financial terms, including questions of dowry, support, and penalties for misbehavior. The bride was not party to the contract, and she and the groom made no vows to each other. The wedding celebrations of Islam, Judaism, Hinduism, Shintoism, and the Eastern Orthodox Church are lovely, but traditionally included no vows. Buddhism prescribes no wedding ceremony. Online, you can now read vows for all of these religions and philosophies, but they are recent additions.

In modern times, Western-style monogamy spread throughout the world in a remarkably short period, and the popular rite of vows spread with it. In the late nineteenth century, weddings in Asia, Africa, and elsewhere began to include ceremonies in which couples took vows of love and fidelity “for better for worse,” and so on. Today you’ll see it in Seoul, Hong Kong, and Kuala Lumpur. In Japan, a majority of marriages include those same vows along with other Western elements, either alone or mixed with more traditional Shinto rituals. In Africa, many young couples take the vows at weddings with a white bridal gown, a walk down the aisle, and other common elements of the Western wedding—often combined with local rituals.

In some cases, Westernized marriage follows the adoption of Western religion, but in others, as in Japan, a secular version of the wedding rite was adopted and religion is ignored. Throughout the West, too, the traditional vows, scrubbed of religious content and context, are just as likely to be matter-of-factly read out by mayors, judges, and registrars in civil ceremonies as by clerics in churches. This development brings history full circle, back to marriage as the secular and civil event it was until about a thousand years ago.

Marriage by vow presupposes free choice, and free choice makes love matches possible. This is why marriage for love and marriage by vow develop together. The history of marriage by vow tracks a thousand-year transformation of marriage in which the obligations of marriage became a matter of self-imposed law and hence of freedom; the weight of kin, clan, custom, money, and power decreased and that of love and freedom increased; and female subordination ended and sexual equality began. The marriage vows evolved in one small region of the West that also, eventually, gave birth to the world’s sturdiest democracies. Marriage by vow, egalitarian and democratic ideals, and marriage for love all grew up together, as mutually reinforcing ideals. The global popularity of Western-style marriage and its wedding rite reflects the spread of these values—freedom, love, and equality—throughout the world. Wherever they travel, they support the best hope for personal happiness and social good that the world has ever come up with.




Chapter Two PROMISES


Unlike most secular promises, in principle, if not invariably in fact, the marriage vow is unique; it forms a bond that (ideally) cannot be undone other than by death.

—Herbert J. Schlesinger, Promises, Oaths, and Vows: On the Psychology of Promising (2008)



No one can promise to suspend gravity or make the Mississippi flow northward. Can anyone promise to love—forever? In the belief that love and the distant future are equally out of their control, many couples abandon the traditional marriage vows or forgo marriage altogether. They point to the divorce rate, the prevalence of adultery, and the number of loveless and miserable marriages that began with sincere, solemn vows of undying love, and they conclude that the marriage vows are a sweet but meaningless archaism—a bow to tradition for its own sake, which does next to nothing for marriages. They write their own affectionate, touching, or funny speeches that don’t promise but sincerely hope for lifelong love and fidelity.

Yet anyone who has ever been in love knows that love demands and bestows promises. If you’ve ever made a serious declaration of love, you probably don’t doubt that it amounts to a lot more than stating an interesting fact about your feelings. The lover invites—wants—the loved person to rely on their exclusive, tender, sexual regard. A declaration of love is, in fact, a promise, even if “promise” never gets said. To declare love is to promise affection, loyalty, protection, erotic appreciation, and much more, and to ask for a return. It’s a bid to get into a forever relationship: love never wants to end. It creates bonds, ties, and expectations. Once love is declared, infidelity and betrayal are possible, which is why some people refuse to say “I love you” even when they do. They know that words of love make a promise.

Promises, not love, are the subject at hand, but the two get tangled together in several ways. People whose promises are unreliable are likely to be unreliable in love. The ability to love rests on character qualities that also support the ability to promise. A social world in which promises are weak is a society in which love is weak. In our era, promises are weak, but they need not be. Nor should we shrug this off—not if we want to hold on to a world where everyone can hope for love.

To promise is to bind oneself to some future action and invite at least one person to rely on the promise, someone to whom the performance matters. Generally, promises are useful only in situations where there’s some possibility that the promisor might have to perform the promise despite conflicting inclinations or wishes, or where the promisee might realistically fear such a possibility. This is why we promise to repay a loan, to be at the party—and to love you forever. A promise is called a vow when it is an especially serious promise. In some religious traditions, a promise constitutes a vow only if it is made to God, but in this book a vow is simply a solemn promise.


Promises Then and Now

Anyone who spends time with teenagers knows that among them promises are undervalued social capital. Teens may react to a request for a promise as a violation of their autonomy. If they promise to meet a friend for a shopping trip or a movie, that may mean only “If I feel like it then.” Though they may use the word, they don’t actually promise; they merely predict with a fair amount of confidence what they will want to do when the time comes. The obvious downside to this abandoning of promises is that they can’t be sure who, if anyone, will come to their party. They don’t know until they are standing in front of the theater whether they have a date for the movie. Their secret may or may not be kept.

In a long historical trend, we in the twenty-first century make less use of vows and promises, and have less confidence in them, than our ancestors. In contemporary film and fiction, promises rarely serve any dramatic purpose except to illustrate faithlessness. The merest hint that a promise is serious and solemn means that it’s going to be broken. It’s unlikely that anyone today would write about characters who hold rigidly, insanely, or, above all, nobly to their promises, yet these were frequent themes in drama and fiction from ancient times through the nineteenth century. The center of the action in George Meredith’s 1879 novel, The Egoist, is Clara’s promise to marry Sir Willoughby. She begs to be released from the promise, having discovered his egoism. He responds, “Bride is bride, and wife is wife, and affianced is, in honour, wedded. You cannot be released.” For much of the book, she feels—irrationally, in the opinion of us readers—that unless he releases her, she must marry him. This, of course, renders her desperate, and the comedy is off and running, with more reminders for our times about how serious the solemn promise was in older days.

Daniel Donoghue, a professor of medieval literature, compares the promise-making of our day with that of a thousand years ago. He quotes a sermon by Archbishop Wulfstan (d. 1023) upbraiding his fellow Anglo-Saxons for their sins and crimes—murder, rape, mutilation, and more. Such terrible wrongs, however, are not their worst, Wulfstan says. What could be even worse than those crimes?


[W]e know well where that wretched deed has happened that a father has sold his son for a price, and a son his mother, and one brother has sold another into the control of foreigners. And all these are great and terrible deeds, let him understand who will. And yet what harms this people is still greater and even more manifold…; many are forsworn and greatly perjured…, and pledges… are broken again and again.



Promise-breaking and “forswearing” are what is worse. “Forswear,” an English word that is all but dead, means to renounce or abandon an oath or promise.

As Donoghue points out, most people today think that breaking promises is nothing compared with the horror of selling your mother or son into slavery, but Wulfstan clearly says that promise-breaking and false swearing are the greater evils, in fact the worst ones. “[T]o Wulfstan the bond of the spoken word was the only glue that held society together,” Donoghue explains. “His Sermo ends with several exhortations to ‘keep carefully oath and pledge… and have some loyalty… between us without deceit.’ ”

In an introduction to a children’s book back in the 1960s, the poet W. H. Auden makes the same point to explain to children the significance of the broken promise in the story of the Pied Piper. Like Donoghue, Auden wants his young readers to grasp the paramount importance of promises in the past compared to today:


You, too, could tell the story [of the Pied Piper] about your home town. If you live in Manhattan, you could tell how the Piper arrived at City Hall, how he led the rats away to the Battery, and how—when the Mayor refused to pay him—he led all the children down into the I.R.T. subway station at Fourteenth Street, out of which they never appeared again. Of course, you would have to make the sum of money offered by the Mayor much bigger—a million dollars perhaps.

If you were telling the story this way, you might suddenly think: “But why was the Piper such a fool? Why didn’t he insist upon a written contract, signed by the Mayor and himself, and witnessed by a Notary Public? Then, if the Mayor refused to pay, the Piper could have taken him to Court. As soon as the Judge saw the contract, the Mayor would have had to pay or go to prison.”

Today, if somebody breaks a promise we despise him and don’t want to be friends with him, but in the old days not keeping one’s word was a much more serious matter. When few people could read or write, most business deals were made by word of mouth. There were no regular police to enforce law and order, so peaceful life depended upon promises being kept. To break one’s promise was regarded as the worst crime anybody could commit, far worse than murder.





The Psychology of Promising

Herbert J. Schlesinger, a psychoanalyst, wrote a book, Promises, Oaths, and Vows (2008), that sheds light on the social decline of promises. In his view, it’s still true today that a society cannot function unless its people are able to make and keep promises and regard it as morally wrong to break a promise. Every promise, he points out, involves at least three parties—not only a promisor and a promisee, but also a witness. The witness, who may or may not be a human person and
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