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           According to Andrew J. Cherlin, a demographer and sociologist at Johns Hopkins University, the United States has one of the highest marriage rates of any Western country. Not only are we getting married much more than other countries, we are also getting divorced in much larger numbers. Whether it’s marriage, divorce, or cohabitation, relationships are under close scrutiny by lawmakers and ordinary citizens of the United States alike. But why is this? Why is marriage such a big issue in this country?
To answer this, we must look at why people decide to get married in the first place as well as why people choose not to get married. In the U.S., Cherlin explains, one of the biggest issues creating such a divide in couples is religion. Throughout American history, religion has been a large influence on marriage. Even today, many people get married because it complies with their religious convictions and not getting married, they believe, would be a terrible sin. This can be traced back to early European settlers who came to America during the Protestant Reformation. While the Catholics believed that celibacy was the highest form of personal achievement, those who were breaking off from the church and following leaders such as Martin Luther believed deeply in the sacredness of marriage.
This deep-rooted tradition, however, has been clashing in recent years with the postmodern ideal of individuality and the belief that all people have the right to personal self-fulfillment. When religious tradition collides with modern philosophy, couples fall apart and divorce is often inevitable. Believing that one must have his or her own freedom while still believing in God is a huge kink that the modern world—or specifically the U.S.—hasn’t quite worked out yet.
Another big issue concerning marriage is the legal benefits facing those who get married as opposed to the restrictions facing those who choose not to or are not allowed to get married. According to the Lambda Legal Defense and Education Guide, as of September 1996, there were nearly 1,400 legal benefits awarded to legally married couples. Some of these benefits include: visitation rights in jail, visitation rights in hospitals as well as the ability to make medical decisions on behalf of the spouse, benefits for federal employees as well as many private employers such as sick leave, maternity leave, and family health insurance, and property and inheritance rights even in the absence of a will. Legally married spouses can also file joint tax returns and give tax-free gifts to one another. These as well as many other benefits are a huge reason cohabitating couples end up getting married. Many find it easier to get married rather than face similar discrimination that homosexual couples do.
Along with the legal benefits of marriage, studies have shown there are many financial benefits married couples enjoy that cohabitating couples do not. In a New York Times article written in 1996, Dr. Linda Waite, a professor of sociology at the University of Chicago, argues that cohabitating couples experience some of the benefits of married couples, but certainly not all. The National Survey of Families and Households conducted a study of 13,000 married and cohabitant couples in the late 1980’s and into the early 1990’s.
They found that couples who were married are more financially secure than those couples who were only living together because the married couples were more likely to share the money they made and invest it in the future. This resulted in the married couples having more awareness in their well-being, which caused better investments in medical care, living situations, and even the food they ate. Cohabitating couples, more often than not, assumed that their partners were taking care of themselves and left it at that. The study showed that marriage also decreased reckless behavior such as the overuse of drugs and alcohol. Married couples seemed to be overall more invested in their relationships and therefore felt more responsible for caring for their spouses and other members of the family.
A third reason couples tie the knot is children. Once a couple either gives birth to or adopts a child, they are more likely to feel obligated to provide a secure and stable emotional environment for that child through marriage. And even though there are strong laws that protect a child’s financial support in the case of divorce, children can often be emotionally hurt by the separation of their parents. In a study conducted by Andrew Cherlin, it was found that every time a partner entered or left a family unit, a child in that family was twelve percent more likely to steal, skip school, or get drunk. However, most children who come from broken homes do not exhibit this behavior. 
But despite all of these exterior influences facing couples, the number one reason people get married in the United States is simple: love. Back in the early years of human development, men would go out and provide for their families while the women would stay home and take care of their children. This has been the standard for families for literally centuries. In recent decades, however, this tradition has been challenged by our postmodern society. The big difference is, modern women do not need to be provided for. They make up have the workforce and are earning 60% of college degrees, so instead of looking for a partner to support her financial needs, women are looking for a companion to support her emotional needs. This fact is one that is only recently being admitted by married couples in the U.S. It used to be taboo to admit one was getting married only for love, but today it is almost taboo to admit any other reason for marriage.
This being said, marriage in the United States has overwhelming expectations placed upon it. It’s the ultimate status symbol of a successful life. Besides a home and a job, having a spouse is one of the biggest signs of happiness and personal achievement. People place high expectations on marriage, and when it fails to meet their “happily ever-after” ideals, that is when marriages fail and people get divorced. Many newlyweds and engaged couples don’t understand the complexity of establishing a codependent relationship in an increasingly independent society. 
This is one of the biggest reasons many couples choose not to get married. They choose not to risk the heartache and legal troubles of a full-fledged marriage because the evidence supporting cohabitant relationships is all around them, often times in their own families. There are more than five million unmarried couples living together in the United States alone—that’s almost eight times what it used to be in 1970. 
It is my belief that even though marriage numbers are going through a period of decline, it is a natural human tendency to want to be part of a secure partnership and form a family unit. This goes back to the early years of humanity when it was absolutely necessary to live in groups and work together in order to survive. In today’s society, this is much less the case, but we still feel that emotional need to gather together and be part of a group larger than just our individual selves. 
It’s almost ironic that many minorities have been fighting for hundreds of years for the right to marry (most recently homosexuals,) and today, so many people who can get married simply choose not to. If a couple loves one another, it seems that there is very little reason why they shouldn’t try their hardest to spend the rest of their lives together in a committed, legal relationship. And with divorce becoming an increasingly acceptable way out of an unhappy marriage, there is no reason why an attempt at a happy marriage shouldn’t be made. Unhappy couples are no longer required to suffer through decades of arguments and misery just because divorces are taboo or difficult. 
Human behavior has been studied probably as long as humans have been around. The ability to study and observe ourselves is one of the things that separate us from the rest of the animal kingdom. Since marriage is such a large part of how humans interact with one another, it is certainly academically relevant to study why people choose to get married, as well as how those reasons vary in specific regions of the world. Along with knowing facts and statistics about human relationships, it is also important to study how those facts have changed over the years and what reasons people have for changing behavior that has been such a large part of their innate nature for so long. It may not be possible to predict the future of humanity, but studying where we came from, where we are, and how we got to where we are can help us foresee potential problems that may arise, as well as how to address problems that are currently at hand. It is my opinion that marriage is an important part of our human nature, and that marriage should be a right given to all people, not just a select few. Marriage is not a matter of legality, it is a matter of personal choice and there is no harm that can come from allowing this basic human right to all individuals, and I can only hope that in the near future more people will be able to acknowledge this fact.
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