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Is Traditional Marriage On Its Way Out? Five Reasons Why Society’s 
Views on Monogamy Are Changing (and Why That’s a Good Thing)
No doubt about it: Non-monogamous relationship styles are becoming more and more accepted. Mark A. Michaels and Patricia Johnson explain the cultural changes that are shaking 
things up. But take heart, one-man-one-woman traditionalists––this rainbow 
of flavor choices doesn’t mean classic vanilla is off the menu.
New York, NY—Is holy matrimony going the way of the dodo? Statistics certainly suggest it’s not faring well in the grand scheme. In 1960, 72 percent of Americans were married; that fell to 51 percent in 2011. The oft-cited 50 percent divorce rate is inflated, but the aggregate rate for those married in the 1960s, ’70s, and ’80s is over 40 percent; the trend among the more recently married suggests that this will continue to be the case, although the rate will likely be lower than for those married in the ’70s and ’80s. 
What’s more, an estimated 15-20 percent of marriages are “sexless” (defined as having sex fewer than 10 times per year). Statistics about infidelity vary a great deal, but popular media and some research estimates suggest the rate at which people in long-term relationships “get some on the side” may be as high as 50 percent.

Oh, and to put the icing on the (any kind but wedding) cake, Gallup reports that the percentage of people who think “polygamy” is not morally objectionable increased from 7 to 16 between 2001 and 2015. And there’s a good chance that if a less sexist term had been used (given that people assume polygamy means one man with multiple wives), the numbers would be higher still.

Despite all this, Mark Michaels and Patricia Johnson, proponents of relationship choice, say monogamous marriage is not dying—it’s just that it won’t continue to be the cultural default.

“It’s no big secret that marriage is evolving,” says Johnson, who along with her spouse, Michaels, wrote Designer Relationships: A Guide to Happy Monogamy, Positive Polyamory, and Optimistic Open Relationships (Cleis Press, September 2015, ISBN: 978-1-627-78147-3, $15.95, www.michaelsandjohnson.com). “Prior to the 1960s, it was assumed that people would marry their first sexual partner and remain exclusive until death. Since that time, serial monogamy has become the norm, but even that is starting to change. And this is a good thing—even for those who embrace the traditional model.”

The growing acceptance of “alternative” ways of relating—polyamorous, polyfidelitous, swinging, open, friends with benefits, single by choice, etc.—means we’ll have the option to explore them with less guilt and shame than those who lived, for example, in ménages à trois generations ago. Because there is a very strong human urge to pair bond, it remains likely that serial monogamy involving either two-person marriage or cohabitation without legal marriage will remain the most common option. 

That said, why is the “one-size-fits-all” paradigm of marriage on its way out? Let us count the reasons:
REASON 1: Monogamy as the ideal is actually a very recent invention. Much of what many people take to be timeless, universal human truth is in fact very recent in origin. Only in the 19th century did most people start believing that romantic love was a prerequisite for having a successful marriage. As recently as the 1600s, some Protestant sects allowed for polygyny, which has probably been the most prevalent relationship structure since the invention of agriculture.

“Time passes, society changes, lifestyles change, attitudes change, and what people consider ‘ideal’ naturally shifts in tandem with all of these changes,” says Michaels. “Relationship configurations happen in context with everything else. When you look at it from this perspective, it makes perfect sense that ‘mandatory monogamy’ would fall out of favor. Almost everything about the way we live now would be unrecognizable to our ancestors of just 150 years ago—so of course relationship needs have changed.” 

REASON 2: Religious attitudes are changing. Religion plays a significant role in shaping public attitudes. According to a recent YouGov survey, 80 percent of Americans who said that religion is “very important” in their lives believe that polyamory is wrong, but among people for whom religion is “not at all important” 58 percent said that polyamory is morally acceptable. A plurality, 43 percent, of those for whom religion is “not too important” also responded that polyamory is morally acceptable. Since religious adherence is declining, it seems likely that tolerance of polyamory will continue to grow.
“Of course, many polyamorous people identify as being religious or spiritual, and some religious groups, the Unitarian Church for example, are open to polyamory,” says Johnson. “So it’s not a hard-and-fast rule that religion and insistence on monogamous marriage go hand-in-hand, but overall, there is a connection.”     
REASON 3: Women’s roles have changed dramatically. Not long ago, marriage was primarily a business arrangement; married women had no rights of their own and were effectively treated as property. Even after women gained the right to vote and the ability to enter into contracts without their husbands’ consent, proprietary attitudes lingered. Marital rape wasn’t fully legally abolished in the U.S. until the 1990s. While it is still in the headlines and there are still conservatives who believe consenting to marriage is consent to sexual activity on demand, women have gained greater autonomy over their bodies and their money, and the proprietary model is wasting away. 

“In addition, the economy has changed dramatically over the last 50 years, and in all but the uppermost strata of society, it is necessary for women to work,” says Michaels. “More generally, the ‘stay-at-home’ mom has ceased to be the cultural ideal, so even upper class women are far more likely to have careers than they were 50 years ago.
“The bottom line is that as women have become financially freer, they’ve become less reliant on men and less inclined to follow patriarchal rules,” he adds. “Increasingly, they don’t need to ‘choose’ traditional marriage and many aren’t. It might be argued that this freedom of choice has allowed women to consider what they truly want from their sex lives––and not necessarily what puts food on the table.” 

REASON 4: Changes in law and medicine have changed society. In 1960, the birth control pill was approved for contraceptive use. The Supreme Court’s 1965 decision in Griswold v. Connecticut recognized a right to sexual privacy. The ruling itself expanded access to birth control, but it has had a transformational impact on the culture. It laid the foundation for the elimination of sodomy laws and ultimately led to marriage equality. Also during the 1960s, most states liberalized their divorce laws.

These changes in law and medicine accelerated an already existing trend toward greater freedom for women and fueled the “sexual revolution.” The changes we are experiencing today are rooted in the sudden and dramatic liberalization that took place in the 1960s and ’70s. But where those changes were explosive and reflective of the values of the Mad Men era, the evolution that is taking place today is more egalitarian and inclusive.

REASON 5: The Internet has helped people connect with other “non-traditional” types. Thanks to the Internet, whole communities now exist that honor a variety of non-monogamous relationship structures––polyamory, swinging, kink, and other possibilities that don’t match the conventional model. Finding people and places to explore this wide variety of sexual and romantic options can now be done with ease, something that was hard to imagine just 25 years ago. 
“It may feel like there are just more so-called ‘freaky’ people than there used to be,” says Johnson. “But I think what’s more likely is that people have always had these secret desires but had no way to connect with likeminded partners—if, in fact, they even knew others with the same proclivities existed. Now that they know, they are freer to come out of the closet, so to speak.” 

None of these reasons, of course, should worry the happily, monogamously married or those who want that kind of marriage. Having access to a rainbow of ice cream flavors certainly hasn’t made vanilla go away.

“Being freer to choose other possibilities doesn’t mean people won’t choose monogamous marriage,” adds Michaels. “It means they will consciously choose sexual exclusivity rather than having it chosen for them. Conscious choice is always better than coercion, however subtle or implied.”

# # #
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