The Wrong Reasons for Staying Married
By Mel Schwartz

The institution of marriage often falls short of its promise. Marriage is designed to be — at
least in modern Western times — a structure to foster and secure loving feelings to
enhance each other’s life. On a practical note, it is also intended as a foundation for
family structure and to facilitate and expedite our life experience. Certainly we might
agree that the purpose of marriage ought to be to enhance one’s life. Yet this supposition
meets with an incredible rate of disappointment, if not outright failure. Ironically,
marriage often becomes the justification for people’s unhappiness.

The fact that more than fifty percent of marriages end in divorce is actually the lesser of
the problem. The greater difficulty lies in the fact that the majority of intact marriages are
far from joyful. And many people regrettably live out their lives that way.

Divorce, although tumultuous and potentially scarring, at least provides the possibility of
better days. Remaining in the lethargy of an unhappy marriage, dulled by the absence of a
more hopeful vision, can be downright depressing. And yet, so many people resign
themselves to such lives.

Many people in such relationships merely give up and don’t work on improving their
relations. Yet, they stay stuck to a fear of divorce. I am by no means glibly promoting
divorce but advocating, however, that we do every thing in our power to awaken our
relationships and live more meaningfully. Let’s take a deeper look at this dilemma.

The Fear Factor

Fear is the greatest impediment to growth in our lives. Very often, people are literally
afraid of sharing their true feelings with their partners. This range of fear may run the
gamut: the fear of divorce and its incumbent anxieties or simply the avoidance of coming
to terms with a relationship that may be lacking in intimacy, passion or respect. Another
poignant fear is simply the anxiety of being alone. When you stay married out of fear, the
emotional paralysis that pervades further poisons the relationship. Staying together out of
resignation — due to fear — results in an enigmatic dilemma. Such people won’t consider
divorce, and yet they are convinced that their marriage won’t improve, so they don’t
work on the relationship. This is the worst of all possible scenarios. They are literally
caught between the proverbial rock and the hard place.

If you find yourself in this place, it’s essential that you address your fears. The fear of
divorce paradoxically eliminates any chance of improvement in the relationship. It
produces a state of inertia, and the ensuing stagnation and frustration make mediocre
marriages even worse. They can become imprisoning.

If we can work through the fears around separation, then we are electing to stay in the
marriage not from fear but from choice. This alone begins to unburden the chronic state



of unhappiness, and genuine marital therapy may begin. In other words, processing the
fear of divorce is not necessarily for the purpose of divorcing; it is for the purpose of
clarity. Am I staying married for the wrong reasons?

Fear filters our perceptions and participates in constructing our reality. The ways in
which you see your partner are very much informed by your emotions, particularly anger.
This anger may have arisen in part because you're feeling mired in a hopeless
relationship.

Getting unstuck permits you to either create a healthier relationship or to move forward.
Either choice may be preferable to remaining unhappy without a glimmer of hope. Fear
should not be a factor in your choice. Ultimately, the question is how much happiness
you deserve in your life. It is not selfish to deserve happiness. In fact, to forgo your own
contentment becomes a model of unhealthy self-sacrifice for your children — who will
likely suffer in their own self-esteem by having parents who betrayed their own
fulfillment.

For the Sake of the Children

One prevailing theme related to fear of divorce is that the act of divorce, in and of itself,
will damage the children. People research multiple studies to substantiate this concern.
By all means such an upheaval in our children’s lives should not be taken lightly. Divorce
needs to be well considered, and navigating the children through this process should be
undertaken with insight, reflection and empathy.

Yet, very few people consider the consequences of children growing up in unhappy yet
intact homes, as they witness conflicted, unloving and uncooperative parental relations.
Children tend to model what they see in their parents’ relations. Certainly, as parents we
want better for our kids. Yet, the likelihood is that such children will incline toward
similar marriages. Worse still, many parents claim their kids really don’t know anything
is wrong with the marriage. The irony is that they will therefore normalize what may be a
mediocre, disappointing or conflicted marriage. At least the kids ought to know that the
marriage is indeed falling short of the mark. In that way, they can note the failure and aim
higher for themselves when they come of age.

Is this the legacy we want for our children? To be the best we can be as parents we need
to model a level of authenticity in our lives. One in which we face our challenges and
struggles and don’t succumb to fear. Isn’t that what we’d want for them? If you choose to
stay married, commit to the process and model that commitment for your children. If
your marriage precludes the opportunity for happiness, have the courage to face your
fears. Let’s not claim that we’re protecting our children by exposing them to unhealthy
relations. We need to face our fears, embrace them and choose to stay married from a
healthy place of growth and hopefulness, not succumb to the deprivation of a joyless life.
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