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If you are an Indian living in America, as I am, then one of the things you get asked frequently by your American friends is, "So, was your marriage arranged?" I don't mind the questions, so I say, "Yes" when I'm asked that.  To which the usual reaction is, "Wow, I can't imagine how that works."

So when the Washington Post Magazine ran a cover story on Indian arranged marriages a few months ago, I read it with interest.   And I felt compelled to give a personal take on the subject.   The desire to present some facts won out, I guess, over my reluctance to get personal.  

Westerners can be forgiven for viewing our method of marrying as some kind of kooky reality show. They, after all, like to fall in love with and know the person they are going to marry.   So it must seem strange to hear about the way we do it:  Meet a person Mom and Dad think would be suitable for us, sit with them, often in the presence of family, talk, sip tea, see if there is a meeting of minds, and then pfft! decide to get married.

Eleven years ago, I thought so too. I was about to be married the "arranged way," and I remember giving my mother grief over this.   "But how can I marry a stranger, Ma?(   I remember asking her.   "But honey, you don't have to many him if you don't like him," she said. "And remember: Your father was a stranger too when I married him. But within a week of knowing him, I was OK."

Knowing I had veto power made me feel better, and meeting Satish, my prospective husband, upped my spirits even more.   Here was a personable young man with a nice haircut and a conspiratorial twinkle in his eye that said to me, "I don't like this any more than you do, so let's get this over with."   We talked at length, and the upshot of this session was that 12 days later, we had a big fat monsoon wedding.

I won't pretend the early years were easy, but here we are 11 years and two kids later, grateful to have each other.

So how and why do these marriages work?   Here, I believe, are some of the reasons:

1)   The odds for making a marriage work, they say, get higher when me partners in it are not too different.  To that end, our folks look for a spouse with similar values, education and family background.   And I know you are reading this and going, "Eeee‑ew, I still don't want my folks matchmaking for me."

2)   Yes, our marriages begin prosaically!   And sometimes I think it is this very prosaicness that saves us from heartache. Too many Western marriages, it seems to me, are built around sometimes impossible expectations of lifelong magic and chemistry.  

When you have that kind of hype surrounding a relationship, there is probably more room for disillusionment. We, on the other hand, begin at the bottom rung with mere mutual liking and then build forth a relationship.

3)   There is a perception that our marriages are not the most rewarding but endure simply because of the sense of shame surrounding divorce in Indian society. A modicum of shame surrounding divorce is not such a bad thing, if you ask me. While divorce is necessary in extreme cases, we need to be wary of the other extreme, T

too.   Pardon my saying this, but many Americans slip in and out of marriages with an ease that I find unnerving.

The arranged system has its flaws, and I'm not about to suggest that it is the best way to many. But its alternative, i.e. marrying for love, is not going particularly great guns, is it? While many Americans have long and happy marriages, it is also true that the marriage scene here is far from rosy.  And it's not just the high divorce rate. I see, for instance, that for all the talk of love and romance,  some of the most in‑love couples will still be hard‑headed enough to hire a lawyer and draw up an elaborate, decidedly unromantic prenuptial agreement.

I read about the slowly growing trend of "starter marriages" which are, I understand,  short childless unions that let you get your feet wet before the real thing comes along.

Then there is the stuff some of my single American girlfriends tell me: that navigating the dating jungle is tough, that commitment-phobia is a  malady that afflicts many a single male.

There is too the stuff that I can't help seeing but don't mention: that I think some of my friends use the word "love"a tad frivolously .  (I'm in love!  We broke up!  I'm in love again!),  that in their ongoing quest for the mythical "the one," the one they are currently with never seems good enough, that en route to finding that prince, all the relationships they have might saddle them with, an emotional baggage that can't be pretty.

All of which leads me to conclude that how you meet and marry is probably less relevant than what goes on in the marriage after the ceremony, the honeymoon and the hoopla.
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