
Why Early Marriage Is Better
Than We Thought
Classic short stories are one of my great loves. There’s no
better avenue to a quick emotional payoff or a poignant lesson
than  a  tale  that  is  so  powerful  it  has  survived  through
history.

A poster child for such stories is “The Gift of the Magi” by
O. Henry, which first made its appearance on April 10th, 1906.

For those unfamiliar with the tale, “The Gift of the Magi”
tells the story of a young married couple, Jim and Della, who
each set out to find the perfect Christmas present for the
other.  Being  dirt  poor,  they  give  up  their  most  prized
possessions – Jim sells his pocketwatch and Della cuts her
beautiful hair to sell to a wigmaker – in order to raise money
to spend on each other.

The catch comes when Della gives Jim a gold watch chain and
Jim gives Della a set of hair combs – gifts usable only for
the items they previously pawned.

I’ll be honest: I’ve always found this story a bit frustrating
because it left me pondering who got the worse bargain. (Jim,
of course, because the hair will grow back, but the watch is
gone forever. Pay no attention to the fact that a certain co-
worker of mine thinks it’s the exact opposite!) O. Henry’s
real message is that the love they’ve shown each other through
sacrifice is more precious than any material thing.

But there’s also an important aspect to the story for modern
readers: early marriage.

As the story explains, Jim is only 22. Della is presumably the
same age or slightly younger. They live in a tiny apartment on
a tiny income. Their cares are great, but so is their love for

https://intellectualtakeout.org/2019/04/why-early-marriage-is-better-than-we-thought/
https://intellectualtakeout.org/2019/04/why-early-marriage-is-better-than-we-thought/
https://americanenglish.state.gov/files/ae/resource_files/1-the_gift_of_the_magi_0.pdf


one another. Fortunately for them, the spunk and ingenuity
they display in the story indicates that their lives probably
won’t always be so lean.

Jim and Della were a fairly normal couple when O. Henry wrote
this story in 1906. At that time, the median age for marriage
was a tad under 26 for men and 22 for women.

Young couples like Jim and Della are a bit harder to find in
the modern age. Those who do marry early are often treated to
a  sigh  and  a  scornful  shake  of  the  head,  with  the  dour
prediction that the marriage won’t last.

But is our quick judgment of early marriage accurate? Are
there  reasons  young  people  would  benefit  from  greater
promotion  of  early  marriage?  Quite  possibly.

For starters, those who tie the knot young are likely to have
greater marital satisfaction. Research shows that couples who
marry  between  22  and  25  have  “the  greatest  indicated
likelihood  of  being  in  an  intact  marriage  of  the  highest
quality.”

A high-quality marriage is undoubtedly driven by the team
mentality young married couples develop. Rather than maturing
separately, couples have a chance to grow together in careers
and ideals, making it less difficult to meld personalities and
differences  of  opinion  which  become  more  established  with
time.

Ironically, this mindset fosters the “soulmate marriage” so
many young people are looking for. As Julia Shaw explains in
Slate:

Sometimes people delay marriage because they are searching
for the perfect soul mate. But that view has it backward.
Your spouse becomes your soul mate after you’ve made those
vows to each other in front of God and the people who matter
to you. You don’t marry someone because he’s your soul mate;
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he becomes your soul mate because you married him.

Finally, marrying young provides an optimal environment for
having children earlier in life. That’s a hard one to swallow
as conventional wisdom doesn’t view early parenthood as a
positive. But ask a career woman in her late 30s trying to
have children through IVF or a father in his 40s worrying
about the increased risk of genetic difficulties passed on to
his offspring, and you might get a different view.

Today’s young adults continually hear the go-to-college, get-
into-grad-school, find-a-good-job mantra thrown at them. But
would they find greater success and happiness if we began
sounding the get-married mantra earlier in life?
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