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Divorce: Contract Breaking
Although most cultures extol the virtues of family life, the 
reality is that not all partnerships work. There is lack of sup-
port, trust is violated, abuse is present, and relationships 
deteriorate. So we cannot discuss family life without also 
recognizing the often painful side of family life that results 
in contract breaking.

Some commentators view divorce rates, declining mar-
riage rates, and problems created by divorce as evidence 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 (ChildStats.gov 2015). 
Nearly half of all U.S. children today have lived at least part 
of their lives in single-parent families (Kreider and Ellis 
2011). Some scholars and policy analysts view this as dys-
functional instability.

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 married couples 
reach their 50th wedding anniversary, 35% reach their 25th, 
and 50% reach 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 as long a time then as it is today, when average 
life expectancy in Global North countries reaches into the 
80s (Coontz 2016).

Divorce rates for most groups in the United States have 
been dropping since the early 1980s. The divorce rate has 
fallen from 5.9 per 1,000 citizens in 1979 to 4 per 1,000 in 
2000 and 3.4 per 1,000 in 2012 (Centers for Disease Control 
and Prevention 2013; Reich 2013). Figure 10.5 shows that 
divorce rates today are almost as low as they were in 1970. 
There is also variation by region of the country. Figure 10.6, 
indicates where in the United States the divorce rates are the 
highest. You may be surprised at which states have espe-
cially high or low divorce rates. Why do you think there 
would be so much variation by state?

Thinking Sociologically
Micro-level issues of divorce are often rooted in 
the personalities and relationships of the individu-
als involved. 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, and educational) that contribute to or reduce 
divorce rates. What connections do you see between 
the micro and meso factors?

Many find the emotional aspects of divorce most diffi-
cult. Divorce is often experienced as a failure, rejection, or 
even punishment. Moreover, a divorce often involves split-
ting with more than just a spouse. It often entails separat-
ing from some family and friends, a religious community, 
and other social contexts where one’s identity is tied to 
one’s marriage (Amato 2000). No wonder divorce is so 
wrenching. Unlike simple societies, most modern ones 
have no ready mechanism for absorbing people back into 
stable social units such as clans.

Adjustment to divorced status varies by gender: Men 
typically have a harder time emotionally adjusting to 
singlehood or divorce than women. Divorced men must 
often leave not only their wives but also their children, 
and whereas many women have support networks, 
fewer men have developed or sustained deep supportive 
relationships outside marriage. Finances, on the other 
hand, are a bigger problem for divorced women and 

FIGURE 10.5  Divorce Rate in the 
United States From 1970 to 2015 
(number per 1,000 married women)
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Source: 1970–2000 National Center for Health Statistics. Retrieved 
from National Center for Family & Marriage Research. 2015. “Divorce 
Rate in the U.S.: Geographic Variation, 2015.” (http://www.bgsu.edu/
content/dam/BGSU/college-of-arts-and-sciences/NCFMR/ 
documents/FP/anderson-divorce-rate-us-geo-2016-fp-16-21.pdf).


