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A History Of The Wife By Marilyn
Yalom

The Enduring Legacy
of Marriage: Exploring
"A History of the Wife"
by Marilyn Yalom

"A History  of  the Wife"  by  Marilyn
Yalom is not merely a chronological
account  of  matr imony.  I t  is  a

sweeping,  deeply  researched,  and
profoundly  human  exploration  of
what  it  has  meant—and  what  it
continues  to  mean—to  be  a  wife
across Western civilization. Yalom, a
renowned  historian  and  feminist
scholar,  takes readers on a journey
from the ancient world to the modern
era,  dissecting  the  legal,  economic,
emotional, and sexual dimensions of



the wife's role. For anyone interested
in the evolution of marriage, gender
roles,  or  the  personal  histories  of
women,  this  book  remains  an
indispensable  touchstone.

The book's  core strength lies in its
refusal  to  treat  "wife"  as  a  static
identity. Instead, Yalom reveals that
the  wi fe ' s  pos i t ion  has  been
continuously  reshaped  by  religion,
law, economic systems, and shifting
social  norms.  From  the  submissive
helpmate  of  biblical  times  to  the
companionate  partner  of  the
twentieth century, the wife has been
a mirror reflecting society's deepest
values  and  anxieties.  This  article
delves  into  the  key  themes  and

historical periods covered in Yalom's
work, examining how the institution
of  marriage  has  defined  women's
lives, and how women, in turn, have
redefined marriage.

The Biblical and
Classical Foundations

Yalom begins her narrative in ancient
times, grounding her analysis in the
foundational  texts  of  Judaism  and
Christianity.  The  Hebrew  Bible
introduces the concept of the wife as
both  a  helper  and  a  possession.
Figures like Sarah, Rebecca, Rachel,
and  Leah  are  portrayed  primarily
through  their  roles  as  bearers  of
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children  and  preservers  of  lineage.
The  wi fe ' s  pr imary  duty  was
obedience  to  her  husband  and
fecundity.  Punishments  like  that  of
Eve—"in  pain  you  shall  bring  forth
children, your desire shall be for your
husband,  and  he  shall  rule  over
you"—set  a  grim  precedent  for
centuries  of  marital  doctrine.

Moving  to  the  Greco-Roman  world,
Yalom shows a slight but significant
evolution. In classical Athens, wives
were largely confined to the domestic
sphere, managing the household and
raising  legitimate  heirs,  while  men
enjoyed  public  and  intellectual  life.
Roman  wives,  by  contrast,  enjoyed
slightly  greater  legal  standing,

particularly under the concept of sine
manu  marriage,  which  allowed  a
woman to remain under her father's
l ega l  au thor i t y  ra ther  than
trans ferr ing  ent i re ly  to  her
husband's.  Yet  even  in  Rome,  the
wife's  primary  function  remained
domestic.  Yalom  uses  these  early
examples  to  establish  the  deep-
seated  patriarchal  structures  that
would  shape  the  wife's  identity  for
millennia.

Medieval and Renaissance
Transformations

The medieval period introduced the
influence of the Catholic Church as
the  primary  arbiter  of  marriage.



Yalom  highlights  how  the  church
elevated  marriage  to  a  sacrament,
thereby  granting  it  a  spiritual
dimension  while  also  reinforcing
male  authori ty .  Court ly  love
tradit ions,  which  celebrated
adulterous passion, existed in tension
with  church  teachings.  Wives  were
caught  between  the  ideal  of  the
Virgin Mary—passive, pure, and self-
sacrificing—and  the  reality  of
managing estates, bearing numerous
children, and enduring often violent
husbands.

The Renaissance brought a glimmer
of change. Humanist thinkers began
to  advocate  for  the  education  of
women,  at  least  within  the  upper

classes. A "learned lady" might be a
curiosity,  but  she  could  still  not
escape  the  domestic  cage.  Yalom
discusses  figures  like  Christine  de
Pizan  and  later,  in  the  sixteenth
century,  the  English  gentlewoman
who might read and write but whose
primary  roles  remained  wife  and
mother .  The  wi fe 's  work  was
economically essential—many women
ran farms and businesses alongside
their  husbands—but  this  labor  was
rarely recognized as valuable in its
own right.

Key shift: The Reformation saw
Protestant thinkers like Martin
Luther reject celibacy and
elevate companionate marriage,
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arguing that the wife was a
"helpmate" rather than a mere
vessel. This planted the seeds
for viewing marriage as a
partnership.
Counterpoint: Despite this
rhetorical shift, wives remained
legally subordinate. A married
woman’s legal identity was
subsumed under her husband’s
(coverture), a doctrine that
would persist in Anglo-American
law for centuries.

The Eighteenth and
Nineteenth Centuries:

The Rise of
Companionate
Marriage

The  Age  of  Enlightenment  and  the
Industrial  Revolution  dramatically
altered  the  landscape  of  marriage.
The  ideal  of  the  "companionate
marriage"  began  to  take  hold,
especially  among  the  emerging
middle  class.  Yalom  analyzes  how
novels ,  adv ice  manuals ,  and
philosophical  writings  began  to
emphasize love, mutual respect, and
shared  interests  as  the  basis  for
matrimony,  rather  than  purely
economic  or  dynastic  concerns.



However,  this  ideal  came  with  a
powerful  and restrictive  new norm:
the "separate spheres" ideology. Men
were assigned to the public world of
business,  politics,  and  commerce.
Women—wives—were confined to the
private  sphere  of  the  home,  which
was  sentimentalized  as  a  haven  of
morality  and  nurture.  The  wife
became the "angel in the house," a
keeper  of  the  hearth  and  a  moral
compass  for  her  husband  and
children.  She  was  expected  to  be
sexually  pure,  selfless,  and devoted
to domestic duties.

The Victorian Wife: Piety,

Oppression, and Resistance

The Victorian era provides some of
t h e  m o s t  v i v i d — a n d
oppressive—illustrations of the wife's
condition.  Yalom explores  the near-
total  legal  dependency  of  married
women under coverture. A wife could
not own property, sign a contract, or
keep  her  own  earnings.  Her  body
was,  to  a  significant  extent,  her
husband's  property.  The  infamous
"double  standard"  meant  that  a
husband's  adultery  was  a  minor
foible, while a wife's was grounds for
divorce and social ruin.

Yet Yalom also uncovers the roots of
resistance.  The  f irst  wave  of
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feminism, with figures like Elizabeth
Cady Stanton and John Stuart  Mill,
openly  challenged the institution of
marriage  as  a  form  of  legalized
subordination. The Married Women's
Property  Acts  in  Britain  and  the
United States, passed piece by piece
from  the  1840s  onward,  began  to
dismantle  coverture.  Yalom  shows
how the struggle for the wife's legal
personhood was intrinsically linked to
the broader fight for women's rights,
including suffrage.

The Twentieth
Century:

Democratization and
Crisis

Yalom devotes  substantial  space  to
the seismic shifts of the 1900s. Two
world  wars,  the  Great  Depression,
and  the  rise  of  contraception
revolutionized women's lives and, by
extension, their roles as wives.  The
"companionate  marriage"  ideal
expanded  to  inc lude  sexua l
satisfaction,  as  the  work  of  figures
like Havelock Ellis and Marie Stopes
encouraged a new focus on mutual
pleasure.  The  wife  was  no  longer
merely a receptacle for male desire
but  an  active  partner  in  marital
intimacy.



The post-World War II period saw a
temporary return to domesticity—the
"Happy  Housewife"  ideal  of  the
1950s—but  this  was  a  fragi le
construct. Yalom notes the paradox:
rising  expectations  for  personal
fulfillment  within  marriage  clashed
with  the  real i ty  of  cont inued
inequal i ty.  The  wife  who  was
supposed to find total satisfaction in
cooking,  cleaning,  and child-rearing
often felt isolated and unfulfilled.

The Sexual Revolution: The
advent of the Pill and shifting
moral codes freed wives from
the constant fear of pregnancy.
This allowed them to pursue
sexual pleasure on more equal

terms.
Second-Wave Feminism:
Betty Friedan’s "The Feminine
Mystique" (1963) gave voice to
the "problem that has no name"
– the silent despair of educated
housewives. Feminists like
Friedan, Gloria Steinem, and
others demanded not just legal
equality but a rethinking of
marriage itself.
No-Fault Divorce: Beginning
in the late 1960s, the
widespread adoption of no-fault
divorce laws transformed
marriage from a lifelong bond
into a voluntary contract. Wives
could now leave unhappy or
abusive marriages without
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proving wrongdoing.

From Wife to Partner: The
Contemporary Landscape

In the final chapters of "A History of
the Wife," Yalom addresses the late
twentieth  and  early  twenty-first
centuries.  The  traditional  role  of
"wife" has fragmented. For some, it
remains  a  sacred  covenant.  For
others, it  is a patriarchal relic. The
rise  of  dual-income  households,
delayed marriage,  cohabitation,  and
s a m e - s e x  m a r r i a g e  h a v e
fundamentally altered the institution.
Yalom observes that  today's  wife is
expected  to  be  an  equal  financial
contributor, a co-parent, a romantic

partner ,  and  an  autonomous
individual—a set of demands that can
be both liberating and exhausting.

The  legal  landscape  has  also  been
transformed.  Gender-neutral
marriage laws, the end of coverture,
and the recognition of marital rape as
a crime have shifted the balance of
power. Yet Yalom does not paint an
entirely  rosy  picture.  She points  to
the  persistent  "second  shift"  of
domestic  and  childcare  labor  that
disproportionately falls on wives, and
to the economic vulnerabilities  that
still  plague  divorced  or  widowed
women.



The Enduring Value of
Yalom's Work

"A History  of  the Wife"  by  Marilyn
Yalom  is  not  merely  a  historical
survey; it is a powerful lens through
which to understand ongoing debates
about  gender,  family,  and  personal
identity.  By  tracing  the  wife's  role
from  the  ancient  world  to  the
present,  Yalom  demonstrates  that
marriage is not a timeless institution
but  a  constantly  evolving  social
contract.  The  book  challenges
readers to recognize how far women
have come—and how many struggles
remain. For modern readers, it offers
context for contentious issues like the

"opt-out revolution," the stay-at-home
mother debate, and the meaning of
partnership  in  an  era  of  radical
individualism.

The book also serves as a corrective
to  nostalgia.  Those  who long for  a
"simpler time" when marriages were
stable ignore the deep unhappiness,
legal  subjugation,  and  outright
danger that many wives endured. At
the  same time,  Yalom respects  the
sincere love and companionship that
have  always  existed  within  many
marriages, even imperfect ones. Her
tone is scholarly but deeply humane,
never dismissive of the women who
found  meaning  and  power  within
their  roles.
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Conclusion: The Wife's
Past and Future

Marilyn  Yalom's  "A  History  of  the
Wife"  remains  a  seminal  work  for
anyone  seeking  to  understand  the
female experience in the West. It is a
story  of  constraint  and  creativity,
obedience and rebellion,  heartbreak
and  deep  love.  The  institution  of
marriage, as Yalom shows, has been
a  cruc ib le  in  which  women's
identities  were  forged—often  by

o thers ,  bu t  increas ing ly  by
themselves. As marriage continues to
evolve  in  the  twenty-first  century,
with ever-greater diversity  in forms
and  expectations,  Yalom's  work
provides  an  essential  historical
foundation.  It  reminds  us  that  the
wife we know today is not a product
of nature but of centuries of struggle,
adaptation, and quiet revolution. For
that reason, "A History of the Wife" is
not just a history of an institution; it
is a history of women’s slow, painful,
and  triumphant  journey  toward
personhood.


