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Others argue that marriage is not so much breaking 
down as adapting to a different kind of social system. 
Indeed, more people today express satisfaction with 
marriage than at any previous time period, and 6% of cur-
rently married couples reach their 50th wedding anniver-
sary, 35% their 25th, and 50% their 15th anniversary (U.S. 
Department of Commerce 2011). As recently as the late 
19th century, the average length of a marriage was only 
13 years—mostly because life expectancy was relatively 
short. “’Til death do us part” was not such a long time then 
as it is today, when average life expectancy in Global 
North countries reaches into the 80s (Coontz 2005). 

Divorce rates in the United States have been drop-
ping since the early 1980s (Cherlin 2010; Clarkson 
2011). The divorce rate dropped from 5.9 per 1,000 
citizens in 1979 to 3.6 per 1,000 people in 2011 
(Centers for Disease Control and Prevention 2013). It is  
now the lowest it has been since 1970, as can be  
seen in Figure 10.5. Despite this, the United States  
still has one of the highest rates of divorce in Global 
North countries (Centers for Disease Control and 
Prevention 2013). 

Thinking Sociologically
Micro-level issues of divorce are often rooted in the  
personalities and relationships of the individuals in-
volved. Talk with friends and family members who have 
divorced about micro-level factors that contributed  
to the dissolution of their marriages. Now, based on  
information from this chapter, make a list of meso-level 
factors (e.g., religious, economic, legal, educational) that 
contribute to or reduce divorce rates. What connections 
do you see between the micro and meso factors? 

One reason many people in the LGBTQ community 
are so intent on the legalization of same-sex marriage 
is that same-sex partnerships or civil unions are “insuf-
ficiently institutionalized,” making them somewhat less 
stable and creating ambiguity about their roles and 
rights (Cherlin 1978; Stewart 2007). They argue that, if 
we actually believe that stable relationships and fami-
lies make for a healthier and more stable society, families 
with same-sex adults need public recognition. 

Those opposed to the legalization of same-sex 
marriage argue that marriage has been a function 
of the church, temple, and mosque for centuries. 
Religious groups have defined marriage for most 
of Western history (England Church Records 2014). 
Some opponents argue that because same-sex 
unions do not propagate the species, they do not 
serve the society.

Divorce: Contract Breaking. Although most cul-
tures extol the virtues of family life, the reality is that 
not all partnerships work. There is lack of support, trust 
is violated, abuse is present, and relationships deterio-
rate. So we cannot discuss family life without also rec-
ognizing the often painful side of family life that results 
in contract breaking.

Some commentators view divorce rates as evi-
dence that the family is losing importance. There are 
costs to adults who suffer guilt and failure, to children 
from divided homes, and to the society that does not 
have the stabilizing force of intact lifelong partnerships. 
Many children around the world, including in the United 
States, grow up in homes without both natural parents 
present (U.S. Census Bureau 2013a). 
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FIGURE 10.4  Changing Attitudes of U.S. Adults Toward Same-Sex  
Marriage, 2001–2012

Source: Adapted from Newport, F. (2012, May 8). Half of Americans Support Legal Gay Marriage. Gallup Politics. 




