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Marriage is universal, and pair bonding is found in other species too with
highly dependent young. So marriage functions as a reproductive social
arrangement that traditionally involved the extended family. The sexes are not
identical in their biological contributions to children’s survival, so they seek
somewhat different attributes in a mate. Men seek a young, attractive, sexually faithful bride. Women seek a man who is older, taller, and (as in many
other species) socially dominant. Both sexes prefer a kind, healthy, attractive,
similar mate who is emotionally attached to them. A spouse who fails to maintain sufficiently high mate value is vulnerable to divorce. Infertility and sexual
dissatisfaction predict divorce, as does death of a child, but the more children,
the stabler the marriage. Cross-cultural data suggest that cruel or subdominant men (e.g., poor providers) and unfaithful women are prone to divorce.
Marriages in which the wife dominates the husband in economic contributions, nonverbal behavior, and decision making tend to be less satisfying. In
societies in which wives are economically independent of husbands, divorce
rates are high. As women’s economic power has risen with industrialization,
divorce rates have climbed. Economic and fitness considerations also help
explain cultural differences in polygyny, age at marriage, arranged marriage,
concern with the bride’s sexual chastity, and marriage ceremonies. Other factors also affect marital dynamics, such as state subsidies to families, the sex
ratio, and influence of the couple’s parents.
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The purpose of this article is to present a brief survey
of theory and research on marriage. Quale, in her History of Marriage Systems [1], characterized this topic as
follows:
This is a worldwide history of marriage systems. It
goes back to the earliest generations of human life to
seek the roots of why and how human beings came
to marry, to form lasting, mutually helpful offspringraising relationships…(p. xi).
Quale’s focus on the raising of offspring is consonant
with the evolutionary perspective. Evolutionists have
recognized that marriage is a human universal and
therefore probably has an evolved basis. This conclusion is confirmed by evidence that hormones play a role
in the capacity for amorousness [2, 3]. To understand
the function of marriage, evolutionists have noted that
other species also form adult male-adult female associations that raise young together. Thus, the function of
this pair-bonding behavior was hypothesized to be to
raise young with the aid of the father as well as of the
mother. Pair bonding evolved to keep the father socially
attached to the mother so that he would be positioned
to help with parental care and to ensure his paternity
of his mate’s offspring. This functional hypothesis has
been confirmed by the observation that pair bonding
tends to occur in species with highly dependent young
– young that usually require the efforts of both parents
to enhance survival [4]. Indeed, children’s development
is enhanced in every conceivable way by being raised by
both biological parents rather than by any other combination [5]. Children of stepparents are at elevated risk
of abuse, neglect, low parental investment, and even
homicide [6]. Consistent with the notion that human
pair bonding has an evolved basis, hormones contribute
not only to maternal care [7–10], but also to paternal
care. Men, like males of other pair-bonding mammalian
species, undergo a rise in prolactin, which promotes
parental care, when their mates are pregnant [11].
This biologically functional approach stands in contrast with the perspective of most social scientists,
who view marriage as a social or economic partnership
of attempted self-fulfillment. This hedonistic view of
marriage is especially prominent among U.S. marriage researchers [12]. A content analysis of recent
journal articles on marriage reveals that the leading
U.S. marriage journal contained many articles on marital satisfaction, whereas journals that covered mar-

riage, among other topics, in non-Western societies had
none at all (Table I). A follow-up additional analysis
of the content of Spanish-language marriage journals
revealed only one article on marital satisfaction.
We believe that this difference in journal content
reflects societal differences in viewing marriage. The
U.S. is a highly individualistic society in which personal
happiness is of great, even paramount, concern. By contrast, more collectivistic societies consider the family
to be a social vehicle for nurturing all family members,
not just the children but the married couple’s parents
as well. The U.S. stands at perhaps the extreme point
in stressing individual happiness rather than successful child rearing and harmonious relations within the
extended family [1, 13].
The mainstream social science literature on marriage, especially in the U.S., focuses on correlates of
marital satisfaction and stability. This literature has led
to some important conclusions. Marriages tend to be
contracted between neighbors and individuals of similar background. Marital satisfaction and stability are
correlated with similarity, income, education, health,
sexual satisfaction, sexual fidelity, not being parents
before marriage, mutual respect and affection, duration of courtship, and age at marriage [14]. Missing
from these conventional analyses is a theoretical explanation for why these factors should be important, and
especially of why marriage occurs in all human societies. These analyses are also highly culture-bound. For
example, an emphasis on spousal companionship would
be of relatively little concern in polygynous marriages,
in which there is more interest in reproduction [1].
Another shortcoming is a de-emphasis on sex differences in factors in mate choice and marriage maintenance. But the main limitation seems to be a disinclination to consider biological factors that affect
reproductive success. Marriage is a reproductive adaptation. Couples that failed to reproduce successfully
would have been selected out, along with their marital
values and behavior.
We believe that a cross-cultural, cross-species, functional approach can be fruitful in understanding marriage and the family. By viewing marriage as a form of
pair bonding, insight can sometimes be gained into why
human couples behave as they do. So we begin with a
brief discussion of how marriage evolved. Many scenarios have been offered for this evolutionary transition
from the mainly promiscuous proclivities of our chim-

Table I. Content Analysis of Research on Marriage in Five Journals in the 1990s.

Journal Title

Marital Satisfaction

Marriage & Extended Family

J of Modern African Studies

30

0

2

Modern Asian Studies

57

0

6

J of Latin American Studies

23

0

2

Comparative Studies in
Sociology & History

74

0

6

200

148

107

J of Marriage & the Family
Source: JSTOR
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panzee-like ancestors to the pair bonding that arose
in the hominid line [e.g., 15, 16]. Suffice it to say for
our purposes that human pair bonding became evolutionarily stable because it enhanced certainty of paternity, thereby rewarding paternal effort, and because
the labors of husband and wife complemented each
other. The husband hunted game and defended the
family; the wife gathered plant food and nursed the
children. Recently the role of the couple’s parents has
received attention from functionalists. In traditional
cultures, grandparents and other family members provide important support to the parents and grandchildren. This multiplication of caretakers is thought to
have been responsible for the unusually low inter-birth
interval of humans, their high rate of child survival,
and their consequent extraordinary success as a primate species [e.g., 15, 17]. Another recent development
is Miller’s [18] idea that intelligence and artistic ability
were sexually selected in hominids, leading to strong
selection pressure for those aptitudes and the appreciation thereof. Miller and others have also suggested
that the emotions that surround pair bonding behavior,
such as feelings of jealousy and infatuation, offer clues
to our hominid mating strategies.
In this article we will attempt a brief evolutionary
analysis of these aspects of marriage: criteria of mate
choice, occurrence of divorce, variations in marriage
across cultures, and modern trends in marriage.

Criteria of Mate Choice
The problem faced by the prospective parent is to
find and keep a mate who will contribute maximally
to one’s own reproduction. However, to attract such
a mate, one must offer appealing mate qualities oneself. These considerations help account for the fact that
spouses tend to be similar in physical attractiveness,
intelligence, and other salient background factors. Presumably, spouses are usually similar in mate value [18,
19]. Spouses also tend to be similar in background factors, thus presumably enhancing compatibility. Courtship consists in part of assessing the degree of similarity, in that less similar couples tend to break up
[reviewed in 20].
However, spouses also are similar in seemingly irrelevant but highly heritable traits, such as eye color and
height. In order to understand why spouses tend to be
genetically similar, it is necessary to note that this is
true of other species as well, including some insects,
birds, and simians [21]. (Extreme genetic similarity is
avoided because of inbreeding depression effects, but
moderate similarity is sought.) Consequently, a very
general functional explanation must be invoked. Various explanations have been offered. The offspring of
moderately similar parents may have especially high
fitness. The rate of miscarriage in such marriages
is relatively low [22], and cousin marriages sometimes have especially high fertility [23]. This benefit of
homogamy (or positive assortative mating) may occur
through preservation of adaptive gene combinations.
Another possibility is that the offspring of similar, or

homogamous, parents will share more genes with the
parent, thereby providing a boost in passing on one’s
genes. A related possibility is that sibling cooperation
would be greater with closer consanguinity between
siblings. In any case, humans seem to exhibit a preference for mates of moderate genetic similarity in various
cultures, including contemporary forager cultures [24].
This preference is mediated in part by pheromones [25]
but also by cultural rules of exogamy/endogamy [23].
Sexual aversion to first-degree kin develops through
proximity during childhood, and recent data suggest
that this aversion may be pheromonally mediated
[26].
Some additional mate selection criteria are the
same for males and females. Both sexes seek a healthy,
reproductively competent, kind mate who is emotionally bonded to them [27]. Full sex differentiation is a
sign of reproductive maturity and competence; accordingly, both sexes prefer mates who are somewhat more
sexually differentiated than average [28]. Both sexes
seek signs of genetic quality, i.e., physical attractiveness.
However, some mate choice criteria differ systematically between the sexes. Ultimately, this is because the
sexes contribute somewhat differently to their common
offspring. Men seek a young bride, who will have all
of her reproductive years ahead of her [27]. Women in
traditional societies usually marry about the time fertility begins [28]. Their reproductive value is highest
then, and so, presumably, is their mate value. Women,
on the other hand, seek a man who is a few years older
than they [27]. Men continue to be fertile after their
wives have reached menopause, so women need be
little concerned with their husband’s declining fertility. But why should women prefer an older husband?
This preference is actually stronger than men’s preference for a younger wife. The usual explanation is that
older men are wealthier, and women seek the economic
resources of a wealthy man. A more comprehensive
explanation may be that age is a sign of social dominance, and women, like females of many other species,
seek dominant males. This interpretation is supported
by the fact that women seek dominance in men even
when dominance is defined in terms other than economic ones. Women tend to prefer a taller, more athletic, more self-assured, socially dominant man who
exhibits nonverbal signs of dominance [28]. Dominance is generally a sign of superiority over male competitors and would have been a useful indicator of
potential as a provider and protector in hominid evolution, and probably a more compelling indicator than
culturally defined and variable indicators of wealth
such as ownership of many cattle. However, indications of wealth or earning power presumably came to
be sought, and were selected for on a cultural basis.
Similarly, industriousness and skill at women’s tasks
are generally sought in a bride. Marriage is in part an
economic partnership, and individuals would be well
advised, as they often are by their parents, to seek
an economic contributor in a spouse. But marriage is
much more than an economic partnership. Economic
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resources are important to the success of a marriage,
but apparently because they enhance the survival of
children. In functional terms, resources are a means to
the end of reproductive success.

Marriage Maintenance
Mate choice continues after the marriage begins.
Divorce or abandonment is always theoretically possible, and it would pay for spouses to consider that
option. The predictors of divorce tend to make adaptive
sense and, consequently, resemble the criteria of mate
choice. Cross-cultural surveys have identified these factors as important in divorce: infertility, refusing sex,
sexual infidelity especially by the wife, cruelty especially by the husband, and economic failure especially
by the husband [29]. (Note the close parallels to mate
choice criteria such as apparent fertility, kindness, emotional commitment, and male dominance.) In no society can men marry if they cannot afford to do so, and
destitute men seldom remain married for long. In most
societies studied (e.g., Turkey, the U.S., England, Sweden, Australia), marriages in which the husband is
moderately dominant in decision making are happiest
[30–33]. Marriages in which the wife dominates the
husband in nonverbal behavior when the two interact
tend to be the least satisfactory [31, 34, 35]. Perhaps
the most objective and truest measure of a mate’s desirability is reproductive success itself. Accordingly, infertility is an acceptable grounds for divorce in many cultures, and around the world the likelihood of divorce
declines with increasing fecundity [36]. Divorce is also
more likely in the event of sexual difficulties, rape [37],
or death of a child [38]. Finally, societies in which the
labor of husband and wife are interdependent, so that
neither could thrive economically without the other,
tend to have low divorce rates [39]. In light of this, the
modern trends toward obliteration of sex role division
of labor and toward purchasing what formerly were
domestic services may bode ill for the future of marriage.
The frequency and timing of divorce can also be
fruitfully interpreted in functional terms. In traditional
societies, divorce is fairly rare – about equal to that
in the U.S. in the 1950s [40]. One may seek another
spouse, but in doing so, one must expend mate search
time that might otherwise be utilized in reproduction.
Also, if divorce has occurred after the birth of children,
one’s mate value has declined and one may have difficulty finding a suitable new spouse; this is especially
true for women. Furthermore, parental assistance from
the father will be less available, and assistance from a
stepparent will probably be much less valuable. Accordingly, divorce disproportionately occurs early in marriage when there are few if any children [41]. The peak
in divorce at around four years into marriage [42] may
be explained in proximate terms by a waning of infatuation after 2 or 3 years into a romantic relationship [43].
This decline in amorousness may be adaptive in allowing dissolution of a marriage that has been barren, and
alternatively in allowing couples with a child to divert
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more emotional investment away from each other and
toward their helpless infant. The marriage will then
be sustained partly by the parents’ attraction to their
infant.

Variation in Marriage Across Cultures
Armed with this functional perspective, we can proceed to try to understand some of the variable forms
that human marriage takes. About 14% of marriages
occur in matrilineal societies [23]. Most of these practice the avunculate, meaning that a woman’s brother
plays a major parental role for her children. Infidelity is
generally common, so that men have little certainty of
paternity for their wife’s children. Consequently, most
men invest mainly in their sisters’ children, who they
can be certain are their blood kin. Because of infidelity and low paternal investment, divorce rates are high.
Thus, this variant on the usual patrilineal form of the
family makes functional sense. Matrilineality tends to
arise in societies in which women cooperate across generational lines to a high degree, which favors matrilocalism, and in which men leave for long periods on
warmaking expeditions and thus risk cuckoldry. By
contrast, patrilineality is associated with patrilocalism,
which in turn is the rule where kinsmen cooperate in
herding, farming, or fighting [1].
Another important economic factor for explaining
variability in marriage is wealth. In societies where
some men can afford more than one wife at a time,
polygyny usually arises [23]. Even in modern societies
in which the Christian tradition has rendered polygyny
illegal, wealthy men sometimes petition for divorce and
then remarry [44, 45]. Such cases of “serial polygyny”
are more likely if the husband is still relatively young
[46]. Similarly, in many birds, a male that commands a
large territory often attracts multiple mates. A female
may do better sharing a prosperous male than monopolizing a single but destitute one. Women in polygynous
marriages tend to have almost as many surviving children as women in monogamous ones in the same society [47]. Male wealth also affects how marriages are
contracted. Arranged marriage, the usual form in traditional societies, is associated with large bride prices
[1]. Parents care about the transfer of wealth and also
about establishing political and economic alliances with
other families through marriage. Parents employ various tactics to maintain control over their children’s
amorous inclinations, including sex segregation, claustration of women, veiling of women, early marriage,
and condemnation of premarital sex. (After marriage,
wives are often controlled sexually by surveillance by
patrilocal kin and other measures.) However, in no
society do parents succeed completely in overriding
their children’s mate preferences. Arranged marriage
is unusual in forager societies, the economic form of our
hominid ancestors, so we can assume that young people
would have evolved strong and elaborate mate choice
criteria of their own, as certainly seems to be the case.
Marriages are usually arranged in societies with appreciable bride prices; parents have an economic stake
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in the outcome. Bride price or bride service occurs in
about 71% of cultures, especially patrilineal ones [48].
Where property stakes are high at marriage, prospective brides will maximize their mate value by enhancing their apparent sexual fidelity. In these societies,
genital mutilation (and, very rarely, dowry) sometimes
occur, presumably to sweeten the pot for a rich suitor
[1]. Genital mutilation is viewed as a means of reducing a woman’s sexual desire and thus her tendency
to sexual infidelity [23]. It is a remarkable testament
to the importance of paternity certainty that families
would submit their daughters to this gruesome and
often lethal operation. Then again, sexual jealousy is
the most common cause of murder around the world
[49].
Economic factors also affect the age of marriage.
Men must meet an economic test in order to marry,
and in societies in which many years are needed to accumulate the skills or property in order to qualify, marriage is delayed. During prosperous times, men’s age
at marriage tends to fall [1]. On the other hand, men
marry early where their economic skills develop early,
as among farmers and laborers in contemporary society. To some extent, women’s age at marriage tracks
men’s in the society. Divorce rates tend to be higher
when the age gap between spouses is great. However,
women always marry at younger average ages than
men. This is because of men’s need for time to become dominant economically and interpersonally, and
because of women’s more sharply declining fertility
with age. Where women are in short supply, men tend
to marry late because they require more time to qualify economically. Women, on the other hand, usually
marry when young, as soon as they become marriageable. For example, women tend to marry at earlier ages
in polygynous societies than in monogamous ones, because they are more in demand in the former. Lastly,
when life expectancies are short, marriage occurs early,
just as short-lived animals begin to reproduce at young
ages.
Public marriage ceremonies occur in the majority of
traditional societies, especially where bride prices are
high [1]. A public marriage commitment tends to lower
the likelihood of divorce. Also, at marriage ceremonies
the two families become acquainted and often establish
economic or alliance ties that they would lose in the
event of a divorce. Alliances are especially important
as a consideration in marriage arrangements in feudal
societies in which defense depends greatly on strength
of number.

Trends in Modern Marriage
The Industrial Revolution brought profound changes
in marriage and the family. Some of these trends continue today. With industrialization, husbands often
moved their families to cities to take factory jobs [1].
They usually left their parents and other relatives
behind, on the family farm, and became less committed to the financial support of those now distant kin.
Wives also sometimes took factory jobs, thus distanc-

ing themselves from their children who, in turn, spent
many hours away from home while being schooled for
the technical jobs required by industry. In short, family members became most distant from one another.
Arranged marriage began to die out. Perhaps because
of this isolation of the nuclear family from other relatives and weakened ties to in-laws and because spouses
met lovers at work, divorce rates began to rise. A steady
rise in divorce has occurred wherever industrialization
has taken place [36].
In recent decades disintegration of the family has
continued, especially in the U.S. [50]. Divorce rates in
the U.S. are about triple those in Western Europe, probably in part because of the strong individualism ethic
noted previously. A survey found that U.S. and British
couples were very similar in values except that the former placed greater importance on individual self-fulfillment and the latter on having a good marriage [51].
More and more U.S. women with young children are
working outside the home. Contact hours between parents and children are declining [50]. “Reform” of the
welfare system has resulted in even less contact with
children as mothers are obligated to have full-time jobs.
Adolescent girls often drop out of school to stay home
with their younger siblings while the mother is at work,
a phenomenon now referred to as the no-parent family.
In Europe the availability of paid parental leave
allows most mothers to remain at home with their
young infants, and with universal health care mothers
can work part-time without losing medical coverage.
Some European countries also offer financial incentives for couples to care for aged relatives in the home,
thus keeping extended families intact.
However, the low birth rate in these prosperous
societies, referred to as the demographic transition, is
mystifying. One possible explanation is that parturient
women evolved a tendency to evaluate their prospects
for raising their newborn successfully. This judgment is
made on the basis of the newborn’s perceived viability
and the availability of assistance from other caretakers. Unmarried, impoverished girls are at elevated risk
to abandon or kill a newborn. However, the absence of
additional family members due to the breakdown of the
extended family may also trigger an aversion to raising children, thereby contributing to the demographic
transition [52]. Even when both parents are present,
marital satisfaction tends to decline with the birth and
development of children, and recovers when the children grow up and leave home [53, 54]. However, this
seems to occur only in Western societies such as the
U.S., England, and Sweden. It has not been observed
in more collectivistic societies with stronger extendedfamily relationships, Turkey and China [12, 55]. Consistent with the suggestion [52] that the demographic
transition reflects breakdown of the extended family,
marital satisfaction in Western and Eastern societies
seems to depend more on relations with the couple’s
parents than on the impact of children [56].
Divorce rates continue to rise in all industrialized
societies. Another factor is the increased earning power
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of women. It is a troubling but well-established fact
that divorce rates are high where women are economically independent of their husbands. This is true of traditional societies and modern ones [reviewed in 28].
Husband’s income stabilizes marriage, whereas wife’s
income usually destabilizes it, especially if her income
rivals or exceeds his [57]. Similarly, women are seldom
willing to marry a man who earns less than they do.
High-income women desire a high-income man more
strongly than do low-income women, despite being less
needy themselves [58, 59]. Marriage is not a simple
economic partnership in which marital success is correlated with family income; marital success depends
greatly on which spouse earns how much.
Nowhere are these dynamics more apparent than
in the African American population. The vast majority of Black births are to unwed mothers. Black adolescent girls may be realistic in despairing of finding
a marriageable man, and proceeding to get pregnant
and deliver without the aid of a husband [60]. Many
black men are effectively unmarriageable because they
are poor, imprisoned, alcoholic, mentally ill – or homicide victims. Black women now gain far more education
than Black men. The remedy advocated by Wilson [60]
is to offer well-paying jobs to impoverished men of any
race so they can help support a family. One would, of
course, want to make similar jobs available to women
too, but these would not strengthen families without
concomitant paid parental leave. The availability of
marriageable men would indirectly benefit women economically by making marriage more accessible for
those who sought it. Women, like men, would have
more options in balancing work and family life. Marriage benefits all family members, not just children.
People are generally healthier and happier being married [61]. Married men are less prone to alcoholism,
mental illness and criminality, including rape, than single men.
It is important to emphasize that these mating
dynamics of Blacks are a special case only because of
the extraordinary dearth of marriageable Black men.
The same effects have occurred in other populations
when men are in short supply, such as following military defeat [36]. Where men are scarce, marriage rates
fall and sexual promiscuity increases because men can
get sex without marriage. Where women are scarce,
their rate of marriage tends to be high. Another consequence of a low marriage rate is that sibling relations
tend to be more acrimonious between half-siblings and
stepsiblings than between full siblings, who are more
closely related genetically [62].
In attempting to compensate for the decline in the
family, the welfare state may actually undermine marriage by offering incentives to reproduce outside of
marriage. The availability of generous child care allowances for unwed mothers has been shown to increase
the likelihood of carrying a fetus to term as opposed to
getting an abortion [63]. In effect, the state competes
with men to assume the paternal role. However, fathers
offer more than just economic assistance to children.
Cross-culturally, the father typically serves as a protec-
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tor of the family, an adult model, a playmate especially
for weanlings, and a tutor of the sons in masculine pursuits [64]. It seems obvious that family law needs to
take each family member into account. Failure to do
so can lead to results such as that observed in Czechoslovakia around 1980. State-provided benefits lowered
the average age of marriage, but this in turn raised the
divorce rate [1].
In sum, it seems that deviation from the species-typical pattern of the extended family can be perilous. In
traditional cultures, extended families invariably reside
together – if not under the same roof than within easy
walking distance. This means that children are raised
by multiple kin, and spouses are not solely dependent
on each other for emotional and practical support.
Grandparents can offer not only tangible assistance
such as child care, but also advice on resolving marital
difficulties – or advice to terminate a marriage. We
found that in the U.S., England, China, and Turkey
parental approval of the child’s choice of a spouse was
associated with marital love [56, 65]. If, however, the
couple’s parents divorce, their assistance is less feasible
and their advice more suspect. Couples with divorced
parents are more likely to divorce themselves, so that
marital success is passed on across generations. This
is true in another sense as well, since the tendency to
divorce has appreciable heritability [66]. Thus, even if
we have abandoned arranged marriage – which, indeed,
usually results in less satisfaction than free-choice marriage – we may still benefit from the advice and involvement of the extended family. A network of kin not only
provides emotional security and tangible assistance, it
also allows young people to learn how to be parents
themselves by observing loving parental care by their
elders [67]. In this way too, successful family relations
can be passed on.
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