Some form of formal marital dissolution has always been part of human experience.

Women with choice about when and if to become pregnant and, by extension, an affordable
choice when and if to stay in a marriage, effectively doubles the size of the married population
reconsidering their vows.

If one-hdlf of all marriages will divorce, then statistically if not culturally, divorce is normdl.
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or the first time in human history, divorce has replaced death as the
most common endpoint of marriage. This unprecedented shift in pat-

//—\J 4 terns of human coupling and uncoupling requires a new paradigm, that
is, a more humane approach for social policy, family law, and marital therapy.
Th

e subtitle of this article is borrowed, with grateful permission, from a care-
fully researched study by prominent family psychologist William M. Pinsof, Ph.D.

Both intriguing and at times controversial, his essay is worthy of a wider audience.!

The Pre-modern Experience

Historian Beatrice Gottlieb researched marriage in the Western World from 1400 to
1800. From the end of the black plague to the beginning of industrialization, she
found marriages seldom lasted longer than 20 years. During this period:

Almost all broke up, not because of legal action but because of death . . . The fragility of marriage
was deeply embedded in the consciousness. ... hardly anyone grew up with a full set of parents or
grandparents. From the point of view of the married couple, this meant that however fond they
were of each other, they were likely to feel it necessary to make provisions for a future without the
other. Marriage ‘contracts” were primarily provisions for widowhood. For couples who were not
particularly fond of each other, it was not unrealistic to dream of deliverance by death?

Marriages were viewed as permanent, but relatively unstable and short lived. “In the
past when a couple got married they could not help but have ambivalent expectations
about the durability of their relationship,” reports Pinsof. “While they were tightly
locked into it and could not easily get out of it by legal means, they knew very well that
the time was probably not far off they would part.”

The Modern Marital Experience

Some form of formal marital dissolution has always been part of human experience.
From the mid 19th Century, the dawn of industrialization, the probability of a marriage
ending in divorce (or annulment) hovered below 10 percent. 1974 marked the year
that the most common endpoint of marriage became divorce. By 1985, the divorce rate
had steadily increased to over 55 percent. Over the past 20 years, it has remained level
at about 50 percent.

Dr. Pinsof uncovered an interesting fact: the mean length of marriage changed very
little over this period of time. It remained surprisingly constant, hovering at about 20
years. In other words, after almost 600 years, 500 of which the predominant terminator
was death, and in modern times divorce, a substantial body of empirical data inferred
hard wiring of one generation.

While modern human life is dramatically different from its past, this does not, ipso
facto, explain away this seeming anomaly of the family. Dr. Pinsof’s carefully doc-
umented study attempts to identify the reasons behind what he calls “the death to
divorce transition.”

Increased Life Span

A fundamental and unprecedented transformation is that we live longer and better.
From 1900 to 2000, the average human life span increased more than 25 years. In other
words, persons surviving to adulthood can now expect to have “two adult life cycles”
when compared to our forbears. As well, the mortality decline in this century is greater
than that which has occurred during the preceding 250 years.
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