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Abstract 

Marriage is the merging of two people with different ideologies and emotions, so there is 

bound to be complexities to marriage and the structures of marriage, but the idea of working on 

marriage has changed. Specifically, there has been a significant amount of change in the areas of 

economics, gender roles, and love. Before the modern era, women were required to seek out 

wealthier male partners so ensure that they would have the necessary resources to survive. This 

situation came about because women were not allowed to work or have control over their 

finances. The assigned role given to women in society was to bear and rear children until they 

were adults, but around the 1960’s, this idea was challenged. Love in a marriage is also a recent 

change to the face of marriage; previous to the modern era, people married for economic gain, 

financial stability, and a way to bear children. But at the same time that people felt that love 

should be an essential part of choosing a partner for marriage, people also felt that they should 

have the right to divorce from a marriage that didn’t work for them.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



4 
 

Table of Contents 

Abstract…………………………………………………………………………………………...iii 

Table of Contents…………………………………………………………………………………iv 

Table of Illustrations………………………………………………………………………………v 

Introduction………………………………………………………………………………………..1 

Economy…………………………………………………………………………………………..1 

Gender Roles………………………………………………………………………………………3 

Love……………………………………………………………………………………………….6 

Conclusion………………………………………………………………………………………...8 

Works Cited…………………………………………………………………………………….....9 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



5 
 

List of Illustrations 

Working Woman…………………………………………………………………………………..1 

1950’s Feminism…………………………………………………………………………………..4 

Wedding Agreement..……………………………………………………………………………..7 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



6 
 

Introduction 

Marriage is the merging of two people with different ideologies and emotions, so there is 

bound to be complexities to marriage and the structures of marriage, but the idea of working on 

marriage has changed. “Matrimony served as a marker for leaving the parental home and 

forming one’s own household, becoming economically independent of parents, initiating regular 

sexual activity, and having children” (Amato 1). Over the centuries, marriage has changed due to 

fiscal and emotional needs. Marriage is seen from century to century and culture to culture as 

different, because there are so many factors that come into consideration when uniting two 

different people. Marriage has evolved and changed in regards to economic structures, gender 

roles, and love’s influence.  

Economy  

Often, marriage is dictated by the prospect of economics. In the 1800’s, women were 

compelled to seek economic advantage in their male partners because of the socio-economics 

that existed at the time. Women were very oppressed and 

unable to work the same way men were, and any work they 

could find would be extremely harsh labor, which paid 

poorly. Therefore, women were drawn to consider the 

economical standing of their male partners during this time. 

The fiscal statues of a man dictated a good deal of 

desirability. Love in some senses could be seen as 

degrading, because men and women were seeking fit 

companions, not necessarily relatable lovers. Marriage has evolved over the years and shifted 

from a predominant focus on monetary reasons for marriage. This shift possibly occurs due to a 
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change in society’s structure. Women are able to enter the workforce nowadays, which was less 

possible and productive in previous centuries. 

In some cultures, however, marriages are still arranged due to religious, fiscal and moral 

beliefs. The title “arranged marriage” has an extremely negative connotation, but the parental 

motivations are often well meant. Does an arranged marriage guarantee success? Not necessarily, 

but there have been many successful arranged marriages. The question becomes success really is, 

especially in a marriage. The word “evolved” would indicate a movement toward progress, a 

refinement from an animalistic state to a more sophisticated attainment. Therefore, the 

measurement of success should in some way have placed the newer generation in a state of 

higher attainment than the previous generations existed in. 

To examine change, it is important to evaluate what precisely has changed. Women are 

more in control of their social and economic lives than they have ever been historically. Women 

in America and other well developed areas experience a great deal more freedoms and are 

protected by laws. Women are also gaining greater education than before. “The religious and 

social leaders from [the 1830s to the1840s] generally felt that the qualities associated with true 

womanhood were best cultivated in the home and the church, not the school.” (West 228). 

Women have pushed for greater rights to education and the economy, socially and fiscally, 

changed because of their push. Education gives women more freedom, because they have 

opportunities to be the breadwinners, and as a result, they are able to choose between many 

different potential partners. There is no longer the economic need for women to be sheltered and 

fed, because women have more freedom than ever. Money can be a driving force, but its power 

over marriage has been lessened. In more than one instance, Women have attained a status of 

higher living, and arguably have progressed from a state of oppression to freedom; granted, 
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many people are still shackled to financial burdens. Sentimental romanticism about the American 

dream still exists, but many citizens remain burdened by debt. Thankfully, they still have 

freedoms protected by laws. 

The economy of marriage has drastically changed because life has changed. Industrialism 

has allowed for anyone to progress to the top. Society is well developed, meaning programs are 

implemented allowing the poor to be supported; life can be sustainable anywhere in the civilized 

world. Survival today is much less complicated than in previous times. The system of support 

allows for greater separation from the need to marry for financial reasons, but is this always a 

positive aspect? 

Generalizations are often complex, especially if people have chosen to marry, because of 

love or infatuation, because those emotions can fade and if other areas of a marital structure are 

not in place, then the couple may be potentially miserable and poor. Despair can be corrected by 

ending marriage, which is much less frowned upon than before, and legally plausible. “The law-

books tell us of marriage as a ‘contract’ […] and marriage as a ‘status’” marriage has been 

viewed as a contract or agreement through a vast majority of civilization, and “In our society 

divorce is peculiarly legal” (Llewellyn 1282). Again, is this social change necessarily a good 

thing? 

Gender Roles 

In the 1920’s, the United States changed forever for women. They were given the rights 

they fought so hard to gain. When they received these rights, gender roles changed. Women 

started doing things only men had done, and because of that, the face of marriage began to 

change. 
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In older times, women were expected to stay home and take care of the children while the 

husbands went to work to take care of the family financially. It was during this time that women 

began to question the popular gender roles. They felt as though they weren’t doing anything 

productive to help society and were being portrayed as “stupid, submissive, purely domestic 

creatures” (Catalano, 1).  Advertisements started floating around to portray the “Ideal Women.” 

The creation of the “ideal woman” gave “a clear picture to women of what they were supposed 

to emulate as their proper gender role in society” (Catalano, 1).  This did not go over well for 

long and women started noticing that they were not getting the rights they deserved. 

Once the Women’s Rights movement passed, women started entering the workforce 

again, gaining an education with some women 

making more money than men. “The 1960s, 

with its increase in women workforce 

participation, increased education and 

availability of birth control, appears to be the 

antithesis of the “ideal woman” of the 1950s” 

(Catalano, 1).  With more women taking birth control, fewer children are born into the world. 

Women are now focusing more on their careers and education and less on the nurturing and 

rearing of children. 

How does this affect marriage? Statistics show that the main reason for divorce in today’s 

world is money issues. Not only worrying if families can pay the bills for the month, but also 

men getting angry that their wives are making more than them. Today, we see that women are 

more common in the workplace and hold high leadership positions. We also see more men 

staying home and taking care of the children, nurturing them while their mothers are out taking 
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care of the family financially. Statistics show that just last year there were 1.4 million stay-at-

home-fathers in the United States (NAHDN). Women were no longer bound to the home, and 

had the freedom to do what they desired. Education became very important to women, and more 

women went to school and finished college. Women believed they had more to offer than just 

staying at home, cooking meals, cleaning the house, and taking care of the children. The shift in 

gender role led to fewer children being taken care of, and essentially, fewer women bearing 

children. This also affected marriage rates at that time, and we continue to see the effects of 

those changes today. More mothers are in the workforce, leaving their children in the care of 

others, with the idea that they are no longer required to be in the home. 

In the 1960’s, women started making their way into fame. The first woman author got her 

book published, followed by Eleanor Roosevelt’s appointment into politics (Catalano, 1). 

Women outside of the home were becoming more popular than ever, and it continues to grow. 

Now, there are more women present in Hollywood and in the workforce, and a woman even ran 

for president of the United States and almost won. 

In today’s world, we see a lot more same-gender marriages, meaning that gender roles 

don’t even play a part anymore. If there are two women in a family, who plays the gender role of 

the male? What affect does this have on the children and the marriage? If there are two males in 

the marriage, who is the one nurturing the children? Is this a shared responsibility? All because 

the face of marriage has changed, gender roles have become less and less important. 

A study done on marriage shows that, “each marriage essentially have two marriages,” 

and that, “only one third of women named their husbands as one of the three people closest to 

them” (Thompson, 1). Today, men are the ones who claim that their wives are their best friends, 

and women no longer say the same. Because women are now so concerned with being in the 
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world, the dynamic of family has changed completely. Though women are proved to be more 

sensitive and responsive to what is happening in their marriages, they are still not the women 

they were in the 50’s. Women are getting the education they deserve and are given all the rights 

that men have, but is it worth sacrificing the family? 

Love 

Before the modern era, marriage was not about love or personal connection to one’s 

spouse. Author Stephanie Coontz stated, “Certainly, people fell in love during those thousands of 

years, sometimes even with their own spouses. But marriage, fundamentally, was not about love” 

(Coontz, 6). Modern day marriage has been defined as, “[…] One of the most significant forms 

of personal relationships[…] Through the institution of marriage, individuals can publicly 

express their love and commitment to each other” (Gallagher), which is opposite to the ancient 

idea of marriage. What was marriage about if not love and affection? And when did love begin to 

become an important part of marriage? 

When humans operated in hunter-gatherer groups, marriage was largely considered a way 

to unite the group together and strengthen the bonds between its members. Coontz states that 

unity changes strangers within the group into biological relatives and close kin; the more related 

you became to the members of your clan, the more likely you were to defend them in case of 

danger (Coontz, 5). Gallagher also adds that, while marriages all across the world differ from 

each other in complexity and importance, marriage is predominantly for the creation and rearing 

of children. “Marriage is our attempt to reconcile and harmonize the erotic, social, sexual, and 

financial needs of men and women with the needs of their partner and their children” 

(Gallagher).  



12 
 

In the medieval era, people had power, especially land and resources. By marrying those 

who had power, families and cultures could pool wealth, create alliances, and create trade 

relationships. For many, marriage was 

the single largest way to gain an 

increase of land and resources, even 

among the lower class (Coontz, 6). In 

the East in countries like India, 

arranged marriages among the classes 

helped reinforce the structure of the 

caste system and the societal order of the older generation. It also created stronger economic ties 

with one’s spouse (Allendorf). Marriage was rarely something that was decided between the two 

individuals alone. A marriage contract was organized and influenced by those outside of the two 

marrying individuals, like parents, relatives, neighbors, and even ecclesiastical and judicial 

authority (Allendof, Coontz). Love could not fit into a marriage like the kind that was 

predominant during the medieval era. 

Marriage as an economic transaction was the predominant belief for thousands of years 

until around the 17th century in the West. During that time frame, cultural, political and 

economic changes affected the idea of what marriage was, changing it from an economic 

relationship into something similar to the modern view of marriage. Love and mutual affection 

became an important element of marriage, more so than economics or familial relations (Coontz, 

7). This Western change was later brought to the East through missionaries, trade, colonialism 

and now mass media. This change altered the accepted norm in the younger generations from 

arranged marriages to “love marriages” (Allendorf). 
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This change continued into 1950’s America and Europe, permanently changing the idea 

of marriage in the West. But this didn’t come without problems. “No sooner had the ideal of the 

love match and lifelong intimacy taken hold than people began to demand the right to divorce” 

(Coontz, 7). Now the normal relationship is one where love is expected to always be present. If 

love is not in a relationship, then the most common answer is to divorce the partner and search 

for love elsewhere. While love has become more important to individuals, is it worth the 

sacrifice that comes with divorce? 

Conclusion 

Marriage has been dictated by economics and gender roles, but has shifted. Marriage was 

an economic transaction between two families, but women were often forced to take loveless 

marriages to be able to provide for their families in the future, because women were not allowed 

to work and had to rely solely on their husbands for income. But in the early part of the 20th 

century, a cultural revolution changed gender roles of both men and women. Women can now 

work and gain an education. And love is considered an important part of a relationship. The 

focus is no longer solely on economics and climbing the social ladder. But with the 

normalization of “love marriages” comes new situations, such as divorce, which provide their 

own struggles. Marriage has changed in many aspects economically and socially, but it has 

evolved only in the sense that women are freer to choose and act for themselves. It has evolved 

only in this aspect, because the other changes in marital relationships do not place marriages at a 

higher state of existence than marriages have been at any other time period.  
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