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the changing landscape of love and marriage

spring 2010

american norms about love and marriage are in transition—complicated by the paradoxical embrace of

individualism and commitment.

#elebrities breaking up, making up, and hav-

ing kids out of wedlock. Politicians confess-
“woing to extramarital attairs and wisits to
prostitutes, Same-sex couples pushing for, and
sometimes getting, legal recognition for their
committed relationships. Today’s news provides
a steady stream of stories that seem to suggest
that lifelong love and (heterosexual) marriage
are about as dated as a horse and carriage.
Social conservatives continue sounding the
alarm about the consequences of the decline of
marriage and the rise of unwed parenting for
children and for society at large. Are we really
leaving behind the old model of intimacy, or are
these changes significant but not radical? And
what are the driving forces behind the changes?

In the United States, marriage historically
has been an important and esteemed social
institution. Historian Nancy Cott argues that,
since colonial times, Americans have viewed
marriage as the bedrock of healthy families and
communities, vital to the functioning of democ-
racy itself. But today, nearly half of all mar-
riages end in divorce. People are getting married
later than they used to; the median age at first
marriage is now 28 for men and 26 for women,
compared to 23 and 20 in 1960. The propor-
tion of adults who never marry remains low but
is climbing; in 2006, 19 percent of men and 13
percent of women aged 40-44 had never mar-
ried. Roughly one-third of all births are to unmar-
ried parents, and unmarried cohabitation has
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gone from a socially stigmatized practice to a
normal stage in the adult lifecourse (more than
palt of all American marriages now bpegin as
cohabitations). Many of the same patterns are
seen in Europe, although divorce is lower there.

These demographic trends raise two seem-
ingly undeniable conclusions: marriage has lost
its taken-for-granted, nearly compulsory status as
a feature of adult life, and, as a result, both adults
and children are experiencing more change and
upheaval in their personal lives than in the past.
Sociologists have entered the fray to try to make
sense of these trends, both by offering causal
explanations and by predicting the depth and
future direction of changes in intimacy.

rethinking commitment

Prominent sociologists offer two different but
related theories about what is happening to inti-
macy in modern Western nations today. The
British theorist Anthony Giddens argues that we
are witnessing a “transformation of intimacy,”
while the American family scholar Andrew Cher-
lin suggests that we are witnessing the “deinstitu-
tionalization” of marriage.

In his 1992 book The Transformation of Inti-
macy, Giddens observes that intimacy is under-
going radical change in contemporary Western
societies. The romantic love model, which
emphasizes relationship permanence (“till death
do us part”) and complementary gender roles,

G

E;
%
%




/S obolipw pup 80| jo adoaspun| BuiBuoyd sy;

L sipak G| Jeyy
SIDaA | Jeyy EE

| sivek ¢ sy NN

000z 03 uoijnjossip sBojipw

SYL ‘[[e 3e AyIBWI O} JOUIOUM pUEB UdYM pUE
POLIIBW 3¢ 03 MOT 9S00YD 01 WIOPIDIJ 1918313
S,2I9( ], "SIIM 9 ‘Suruoyeom o1e dFBLIIBW JO
uonmINSul Jyl Urgnm Ioraeyaq sjdoad opm3
pUE SULIP 1Yl SWIOU [BIO0S Y[ 2ININJ 2UI UI
pue mou sgeurew uo A[eoyroads 10U $ISNI0J
juswnSIe  WONBZI[BUONMINISUP S UIIYD
"UOIDIppE pue
£391XUE JO S[9AI] 1ySIY UT sIsafTURUT YOTYM “AITI
-ndasur [es13o[oyd4Asd spasiq jusuniuurod drys
-UOTIE[31 9Y3 JO 9INIBU JUIZUNUOD I ‘OUIT) JUIES
9y} 3y ‘AWouoINE JO ISUIS 19)BIT B 191S0] puB
‘s1oured 1oy ssourddey 1938918 2onpoiad ‘sdrys
-UOIIE[3] JNUBWOI [BUONIPEN UBY] UeLrelfese
szowr a1e sdiysuoneps aind eyl sonSre suop

-prD) “3uswdo(PAIp-J[es snonunuod Jo Jeod Jur
-(oIeIdA0 Y} Yum ‘szoulted srewuniul Jo IdI0YD
Surpnyour ‘saotoyo pazijenprarpur A[y3ny ygnoxyy
sorydes3olq umo oyl yerd oidoad ‘couanpjur
9SO[ SUONIPEI) SNOISIPI PUB A[IWE] Sy "UOMEZI
-[eqo[8 pue uoneZIUISPOW WO FUNNSIT JA0]
JUSNFUOD JO ISIT Y3 $3IS SUIPPIL) "SUIOO] SABM[E
dnyeaiq jo Anpiqissod a3 124 ‘UOTIEIIUNITIIOD
asuajur ySnoiy 3sna ysijqeisa drgsuoneyas aind
B U $J9UIEJ "PUNOJIE YOS 03 JI WOIJ UONJE]
-si3es ySnous 393 sxouired yloq se 3uoj se 4[uo
pauTeIUlEW PUEB IXBS UMO SIT IO OIUT PaIdIud
sJeys auo  ‘diysuonelas aind, ay1 Jo [BapI oyl
$OINJESJ [9POW JAO[ JUINJJUOD Y], 'IAO] JUAN
-Uu02,, S[[ed SuappI) 1eym £q paose[dsip Sureq si




deinstitutionalization of marriage can be traced
to factors like the rise of unmarried childbear-
ing, the changing division of labor in the home,
the growth of unmarried cohabitation, and the
emergence of same-sex marriage. These large-
scale trends create a context in which people
actively question the link between marriage and
parenting, the idea of complementary gender
roles, and even the connection between marriage
and heterosexuality. Under such conditions,
Cherlin argues, people feel freer to marry later, to
end unhappy marriages,

articulated pragmatic and realistic visions of inti-
macy also sometimes invoked elements of roman-
tic love ideology, such as the idea that true love
lasts forever and can overcome any obstacles.
Swidler speculates that people go back and
forth between these two contradictory visions of
love because the pragmatic vision matches their
everyday experience but the romantic love myth
corresponds to important elements in the institu-
tion of marriage. In other words, the ongoing
influence of marriage as a social institution keeps
the romantic model of

and to forgo marriage
altogether, although mar-
riage stills holds power-
ful symbolic significance
for many people, partly
as a marker of achieve-

individualism.

Sociologist Andrew Cherlin concludes that
a “carousel of intimate partnerships” results
from the embrace of two contradictory
American ideals: marriage and

intimacy culturally rele-
vani, despite the cuei
gence of a newer model
of intimacy that sees
love very differently.
Swidler’s findings at

ment and prestige. The

future of marriage is hard to predict, but Cherlin
argues it is unlikely to regain its former status;
rather, it will either persist as an important but no
longer dominant relationship form or it will fade
into the background as just one of many relation-
ship options.

marriage’s persistent pull

Recent empirical studies suggest that the
transformation of intimacy predicted by Giddens
is far from complete, and the deinstitutionaliza-
tion of marriage described by Cherlin faces some
powerful countervailing forces, at least in the
U.S. In her interview study of middle-class Amer-
icans, sociologist Ann Swidler found that people
talking about love and relationships oscillated
between two seemingly contradictory visions
of intimacy. They often spoke about love and
relationships as being hard work, and they
acknowledged that relationship permanence is
never a given, even in strong marriages. This way
of talking about intimacy reflects the confluent
love Giddens describes. But the same people who
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least partially contradict
the idea of a wholesale transformation of inti-
macy, as well as the idea that marriage has lost
much of its influence as a cultural model for
intimate relationships.

Other studies have also challenged Giddens’s
ideas about the nature and extent of change
occurring in intimate relationships. A 2002 study
by Neil Gross and Solon Simmons used data
from a national survey of American adults to test
Giddens’s predictions about the effects of “pure
relationships” on their participants. They found
support for some of the positive effects described
by Giddens: people in pure relationships appear
to have a greater sense of autonomy and higher
relationship satisfaction. But the survey results
did not support the idea that pure relationships
lead to higher levels of anxiety and addiction. A
2004 British interview study of members of
transnational families (that is, people with one
or more close family members living in another
country) found that people often strike a bal-
ance between individualistic approaches to
marriage and attention to the marriage values
of their home countries, families and religions.
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18-28 year olds in a recent study published in
the Journal of Marriage and Family. Notably,
people in all of these groups were highly likely
to consider love, faithfulness, and lifelong com-
mitment as extremely important values in an
intimate relationship. Romantic love seems to
be widely embraced by most young adults,
regardless of sexual orientation, which contests
stereotypes and contrary reports that sexual
minorities have radically different aspirations
for intimacy. Yet, we also found modest differ-
ences that indicate that

decades in large part because of the same social
phenomenon: young people today are less con-
strained by the watchful eyes and wishes of their
parents. Unmarried young adults are much less
likely to be living with their parents than in gen-
erations past, giving them more freedom to make
less traditional life choices. And making uncon-
ventional choices along one dimension may
make people more willing to make unconven-
tional choices along other dimensions. Thus,
while people’s aspirations for romantic love may
not be changing substan-

straight  women are  Americans value the security of a lifelong
partner, but we also want the option ot

especiailly  entnusiastic
about these relationship 4 exit.

tially, partner choice may
be changing over tume as
taboos surrounding a

attributes. They are more
likely to rate faithfulness
and lifelong commitment as extremely important
compared to straight men and sexual minorities.
Our findings are similar to other studies that
consistently show that while both men and
women highly value love, affection, and lifelong
marriage, women assign greater value to these
attributes than men.

Sociologist Michael Rosenfeld argues in The
Age of Independence that both same-sex rela-
tionships and interracial relationships have
become more common and visible in the last few

(Mark K. Mabos via Creative Commons)
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broader range of rela-
tionships erode. In our
study, we find that sexual-minority young adults
report being more willing to date someone of a
different race or enter into less financially secure
relationships than heterosexual young adults,
lending support to Rosenfeld’s claim.

weighing our options

If the ideas of today’s young adults are any
indication, Americans still place a high value on
traditional, romantic love ideals for their rela-
tionships, including the ideal of lifelong mar-
riage. Yet, all evidence suggests that many of us
do not follow through.

In 2004, sociologist Paul Amato outlined the
typical positions on whether that shift matters.
The marital decline position argues that changes
In intimacy are a significant cause for concern.
From this perspective, the current decline in life-
long marriage and the corresponding increase in
single-parent and disrupted families are a key
culprit in other social ills like poverty, delin-
quency, and poor academic performance among
children. This is because stable marriages promote
a culture in which people accept responsibility
for others, and families watch over their own to

|
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Finally, the new rules of relationships have
societal implications that go well beyond fam-
ily life. If social order is substandally but-
tressed by traditional marriage, and a new
model of intimacy is weakening the norm of
lifelong, heterosexual marriage, logic suggests
that we’re eroding social cohesion and stabil-
ity. If we think this is a threat, it seems a few
policy adjustments could help to promote
social order. For example, if marriage has the
benefits of status, institutional support, and
legitimacy, granting the right to marry to
same-sex couples should bolster their relation-
ships, making them more stable and long-
lasting. Therefore, same-sex marriage would

bring some Americans into the marital fold,
benefiting the adults and children in these fam-
ilies and society more generally.

In the meantime, there’d still be legions of
those who already have access to the rights and
protections of marriage, and either choose to
divorce or never marry at all. Without reinforcing
marriage as the ideal family form, some question
whether healthy, well-functioning societies can
be maintained. Evidence from other Western
nations does suggest that different models of
intimacy are compatible with societal well-being,
but they also show that social policy must be
aligned with the types of relationships that indi-
viduals choose to form. Many comparable coun-
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