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Explaining the prevalence of
marital conflict: conceptual
bifurcation and sociological
explanations

Wing-Chung Ho*

City University of Hong Kong, Kowloon, Hong Kong SAR, China

Sociologists have investigated extensively marital conflict which is supposedly

“antithesis” of marriage. However, there is little systematic reflection on how

the coexistence of universal marriage and prevalent spousal discord in diverse

cultural settings can possibly explained sociologically. This conceptual paper

aims to address this issue by first critically reviewing how scholars have

assessed the prevalence of marital conflict in human societies. This review

is then extended to the conceptual elusiveness in gauging “marital conflict,”

arguing that the concept has been inadvertently bifurcated as (i) a constituent

(oft-represented as a single global continuous measure) of certain critical

consequential events within a marriage (e.g., divorce); and (ii) a predisposition

(oft-represented in terms of a set of multifarious binary variables) in pair-

bonding relationships that increases the likelihood of the occurrence of certain

critical consequential events. Such conceptual bifurcation sheds light on two

board distinctive approaches—roughly termed contextual and evolutionary—

through which the coexistence of marriage formation and martial conflict can

be sociologically explained. Implications are briefly discussed.
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Introduction

The institution of marriage, usually considered one of the key foundations of social

structure, has long been a focal point of modern sociological theories (Durkheim, 1921;

Murdock, 1949; Marx and Engel, 1848; Bourdieu, 1996). Marriage refers to the legally

recognized bond between two or more persons, which includes a range of culturally

accepted rights and obligations (Leach, 1955). Researchers, however, generally do not

bother to make guesses into the raison d’etre of the universality of conjugal relationship;

rather, they presume that this is the fact out there, and they only need to make good guesses

into the structures and processes behind the emergence of different marriage forms, the

complex interactive processes within marriage, and the impacts marriages have on the

actors and societies. This presumption possesses truism in reality. The study by Walker

et al. (2011, p. 1) on present-day hunter-gatherers around the world suggests marriage

is “a fundamental cornerstone of human economic, social, and kinship networks”, which

infers a deep evolutionary history of institutionalized pair-bonding that stems back at

least to early modern humans (see also, Chapais, 2008, 2010). Such relatively long-term

cooperative partnership—be it monogamous, polygynous, or polyandrous—between the

two sexes is often viewed as a human universal (Marlowe, 2000; Murdock, 1949; Scelza,

2022). In fact, getting married is still almost a life mission for every contemporary human
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as over 80 percent of people marry at least once by age 40

(Willoughby et al., 2015, p. 189). Despite general declines in

marriage rates since the end of WWII, an overwhelming majority

of individuals are expected to marry or eventually engage in other

forms of partnership, such as cohabitation (Thornton and Young-

DeMarco, 2001).

Logically, the sociological exploration ofmarriage is incomplete

without addressing supposedly its “antithesis”—marital conflict.

The situation is analogous to Durkheim’s investigation of suicide

against the prevalence of social solidarity. According to the

Oxford Leaner’s Dictionaries, “prevailing” means “existing or most

common at a particular time.”1 One of the goals of this conceptual

paper is to argue that marital conflict is prevalent among all

marriages, which carries similar academic interest to the study

of suicide in relation to social solidarity, although suicide is

considered less widespread within societies. In fact, sociological

literature has been replete with discussions on explaining marital

discord. Drawing upon the role theory of Parsonsian functionalism,

many studies, for example, examine the relations between wives’

income and marital conflict (see Winslow, 2011 for a review).

Seeing earnings as a potential source of marital conflict, some

sociologists further cast this model in a feminist light, considering

income difference between spouse as a significant source of power

and gender inequality in society (e.g., Rogers and DeBoer, 2001).

Other studies further find that marital conflict is associated with

men’s leisure time usage (Collis, 1999), the division of labor

between household and paid work (Kluwer et al., 1996), differences

in earning power and its changes between spouses (Winslow,

2011), cross-border marriages (Choi and Cheung, 2017), and

migration (Umubyeyi, 2019). The constructionists, on the other

hand, deem the roles within a couple as the outcome of continuous

interactive (re-)negotiation (Potuchek, 1992; Zvonkovic et al.,

1996). Constructionists thus deem marital conflict as depending

on the extent to which spouses achieve a consensus on their

roles (Kluwer et al., 1996). Major (1993), adopting this logic,

even suggests that wives can be relatively satisfied with an uneven

distribution of unpaid family labor, as long as it aligns with their

socialization and relationship expectations (see also, Thompson,

1991).

The abovementioned sociological theorizing offers sufficient

explanatory power if marital conflict is sporadic or even exceptional

among human conjugal relationships, akin to the relationship

between suicide and social solidarity in the case of Durkheim. But

what if marital conflict is commonplace phenomenon in human

societies? In other words, how can sociologists possibly explain

the rather paradoxical coexistence of both marriage formation and

marital conflict in diverse cultural settings? In the literature, no

systematic reflection has been made into this issue, and this paper

aims to fill this gap. To proceed further, this paper first review

how scholars assess the prevalence of marital conflict in societies.

This review is then extended to the elusiveness of the term “marital

conflict,” and, as will be made apparent, pinpoints that the concept

has been inadvertently bifurcated. What it means is that, on the one

hand, marital conflict is considered a constituent of certain critical

1 SeeOxford Learner’s Dictionaries: https://www.oxfordlearnersdictionaries.

com/definition/english/prevailing?q=prevailing.

consequential events (CCEs). CCEs, here, refer to the incidents

triggered by specific actions taken by one or both partners that

exert a negative, nature-changing impact on a marital relationship,

such as divorce, infidelity, or intimate partner violence. Being

conceptualized in such a way, marital conflict is often represented

in terms of a single global continuous measure with marital

“conflict” and “harmony” located at the two opposite ends of the

spectrum. On the other hand, marital conflict is conceptualized

as a human predisposition which makes possible the occurrence of

certain CCEs in pair-bonding relationships. In this light, marital

conflict is often represented in terms of a set of multifarious

binary variables through which an actor can possibly consider

his/her marriage both “conflictual” and “harmonious” at the same

time. This paper suggests that such conceptual bifurcation sheds

light on two board distinctive approaches—roughly called context

and evolutionary—that the coexistence of marriage formation and

martial conflict can be explained sociologically.

The prevalence of marital conflict

In this section, I will draw from the existing literature to

assess the prevalence of marital conflict through two approaches:

(i) primarily quantitative, statistical accounts of the occurrence

of CCEs, and (ii) qualitative, descriptive, or historical accounts

of the norms and institutions that directly or indirectly facilitate

CCEs. The first approach mainly utilizes data from Western,

industrialized societies, while the second focuses on non-WEIRD

(non-Western, educated, industrialized, rich, and democratic)

societies. This dual approach highlights universal patterns and

cross-cultural differences essential for understanding variation.

Taking the first approach into account, I view that the

sociology-related literature summarizes broadly five ways—two

positive and three negative—to gauge or proxy the prevalence of

“marital conflict”: marital happiness, marital satisfaction, divorce,

infidelity, and intimate partner violence; these are worthy of

examining one by one.

Speaking of marital happiness, the national surveys of the

United States are by far the most comprehensive database on the

subject in human history. The question being asked is: “Taking

things all together, how would you describe your marriage? Would

you say that your marriage is very happy, pretty happy, or not

too happy?” Statistics over the past four decades reflect a highly

consistent result. On average, around 63 percent of people report

being “very happy” in their marriage, which is already considered

high. If this figure is combined with those indicating “pretty happy,”

the percentage averages over 96 percent, and this overwhelming

trend has persisted for the past 40 years.2 This finding inevitably

represents strong counter-evidence against the prevalence claim

about marital conflict. However, many scholars quickly realize

that demographic data collected in the same period indicate that

about one in two marriages ends in divorce (e.g., Glick, 1984;

Raley and Bumpass, 2003; Cherlin, 2009). Some studies even

suggest an even higher divorce rate with two-thirds of all new

2 Data source: https://gssdataexplorer.norc.org/trends/Gender%20&

%20Marriage?measure=hapmar.
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marriages ending in dissolution (e.g., Martin and Bumpass, 1989).

The findings indicating that almost all couples reporting being

“happily married”, and half of them ending up divorce suggest

that those who report being “very happy” or “pretty happy” about

their marriage in surveys are not so. Surprisingly, no systematic

effort has been made to determine the exact number of divorces

involving statistically “happy couples”. In his study on how parental

discord and divorce affect children’s wellbeing, Amato’s (2002) data

accidentally revealed the variability in marital discord prior to

divorce among 1,130 couples during the 1980s and 1990s. Pursuing

the samples over 12–17 years after the first interview in 1980,

Amato found that 264 of the couples in question got divorced

(23.4%). My reworking of Amato’s data indicates that among the

264 divorced couples, 82.2 percent rated their marriage as “very

happy” or “pretty happy” 1 month to 5 years prior to divorce.

This means that over 80 percent of couples who were unhappy

enough to get divorced had deemed themselves “happy” at one

point.3 In fact, respondents’ consistent over-positive interpretation

of their marital happiness has prompted scholars to consider—

rather counterintuitively—“pretty happy” as equivalent to “not too

happy” in their analyses by coding them into the same statistic

category (e.g., Whitton et al., 2013, p. 279). The figures and insights

derived from the above discussions lead me to estimate, with

reasonable confidence, that at least half of the respondents in

national surveys of the United States are actually unhappy with

their marriages.

Speaking of another indicator of marital conflict “marital

satisfaction,” Karney and Bradbury (2020, p. 101) have observed

that the decline of marital satisfaction over time is nearly “as close

to a truism as exists in marital research” regardless of whether the

marriage is new or old (see also, Jackson et al., 2014). Some studies

report a curvilinear relationship between marital satisfaction and

the stage in the life cycle, with a substantial decline during

childbearing and childrearing phases, followed by a leveling off

during the launching stage, and then substantial increases through

pre-retirement and retirement stages (Stattin and Klackenberg,

1992; Weisfeld and Weisfeld, 2002). VanLaningham et al. (2001),

however, disagree with the U-shape view of marital satisfaction.

Their study based on data from a national 17-year, 5-wave panel

sample suggest that a significant negative effect of marital duration

on marital satisfaction remains after other key life-course variables

are controlled. Lupri and Frideres (1981, p. 284) also pinpoint

that the U-shape curve is likely a consequence of methodological

bias of elective survival. It means that divorced/separated

individuals and dissatisfied couples, or those with domineering

spouses, are more prone to disappear from the samples of

long-term marriages.

How about divorce as an indicator of marital conflict? As hinted

before, in the United States, 39–50 percent of first marriages end

in divorce, with the divorce rate increasing to 60 to 70 percent

for second marriages and reaching as high as 70–73 percent for

3 Although Amato’s data were collected two to three decades ago, it

remains relevant today. The key evidence is that his dataset exhibits striking

similarities with national surveys in terms of the samples’ proportions that

described their marriage as “very happy” (62.1%) or “very happy or pretty

happy” (95.2%) before divorce.

third marriages (Amato and James, 2010; Schoen and Canudas-

Romo, 2006; Putnam, 2011; Luscombe, 2018). The estimated

average length of marriage ranges from 6.8 to 8 years (Kitson

et al., 1985; McDevitt, 2013). The divorce rate in the United States

has improved in recent years as baby boomers, who tended to

marry young, began to die (Pelley, 2018). Similar trends have been

observed in the United Kingdom, with the divorce rate rising

during the second half of the twentieth century and beginning to

drop in the 2010s (Wood, 2018; Luscombe, 2018). Marrying later

in life is apparently a strong protective factor for lasting marriage,

with scholars estimating the “sweet spot” for a lasting marriage to

be between the ages of 28 and 31 (Marsee, 2018). However, the

declining divorce rate in the United States in the late 2010s, from

50 percent decades ago to the range of 25 to 39 percent, does not

necessarily indicate that marital relationships have become more

harmonious. In fact, there is actually less unhappy marriages to

break up in modern societies, where more and more people choose

not to get married or cohabit with an unmarried partner. But,

unfortunately, cohabitation is not a protective factor for sustained

marriage, as living together prior to marriage is found to increase

the chance of divorce by 40 percent (McDevitt, 2013).

Next, infidelity. A comprehensive study by Previti and Amato

(2004) conclude that the relationship between deteriorating marital

satisfaction and extramarital sex is a classic “chicken or egg”

question. They find that infidelity is both a cause and a consequence

of relationship deterioration based on their 17-year longitudinal

study covering 1,475 couples in the United States from the 1970s

to the 1990s. Fisher (2016) argues that adultery is a prevalent

tendency in human cultures, with underestimated statistics in the

United States indicating that 20 to 40 percent of men and 20 to 25

percent of women have had an extramarital affair in heterosexual

marriages. She expresses surprise at findings from scientists

reporting that 56 percent of men and 34 percent of women in their

study were unfaithful to their partners, yet they were self-reportedly

in “long-term happy partnerships” (Fisher, 2015, p. 53; original

emphasis; see Glass and Wright, 1985). In a lengthy literature

analysis, Fisher (2016, p. 80–81) summarizes nearly 20 factors

that have been significantly linked to extramarital affairs, including

unfulfilled needs, lack of love, insufficient sex life, boredom, poor

communication, low perceived ability to live happily, desire for self-

expansion, openness to new experiences, being less conscientious,

less agreeable, andmore neurotic, imbalanced social power between

spouses, perceiving oneself as more socially desirable than one’s

spouse, alcoholism, depression, narcissism, chronic illness of a

spouse, the frigid personality of the wife, and constant travel by a

spouse. She then concludes that adultery occurs in every culture

around the world as mate poaching is found to be common in

thirty cultures other than that of the United States. From Fisher’s

analysis, it is clear that any married person can find themselves

falling into one or more of the adultery-prone categories at some

point in their lives, which somehow confirms the general tendency

of humans to engage in sexual behavior outside of marriage. In fact,

if the definition of adultery for a married person includes “romantic

infidelity,” such as romantic exchanges without sexual intercourse,

an even higher proportion, if not virtually all, of married men and

women can be labeled as unfaithful at certain points (Tsapelas et al.,

2010; Fisher, 2011).
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Finally, regarding the conflict form of intimate partner violence,

similar to the case of divorce, no study has been specifically

designed to measure its prevalence among self-reported “happy”

couples. However, several studies do suggest that a considerable

proportion of victims of domestic violence tend to remain in their

marriages and even consider their relationships as “happy.” For

instance, studies have found that battered wives in cultures with

strong collectivism tend to stay with their abusive partners to avoid

the negative impact of divorce on their families (Abdul Ghani et al.,

2015; March, 2018, p. 37). In a study by Vázquez et al. (2015, p. 24)

that involved 136 low-income women who were victims of intimate

partner violence in Nicaragua, 36.4 percent of them reported being

“quite a lot” or “a lot” satisfied with their marital relationships when

asked. My past fieldwork experiences in Hong Kong suggest that

nearly half of battered wives considered their marriages “not so

bad” because their husbands would do something positive, such as

buying them a gift after the physical assault (Ho, 2012).

Turning to the second approach that concerns non-WEIRD

societies, scholars have reached a consensus regarding the practice

of polygyny, which is permitted in over 70 percent of societies with

a significant majority (80%−90%) of men engage in monogamous

marriage, primarily due to insufficient resources to support

multiple wives simultaneously (Murdock andWhite, 1969; Frayser,

1985; Flinn and Low, 1986; Van den Berghe, 1979; Binford,

2001; Marlowe and Berbesque, 2012; Kenrick et al., 2013; Kramer

et al., 2017; Scelza, 2022). Most of these cultures exhibit serial

monogamy, where individuals—whether men or women—engage

in monogamous relationships at different times throughout their

lives, potentially bearing offspring with multiple partners. The

norms that support this practice include the acceptance of divorce

(remarriage) and extramarital sex. In her analysis of 186 societies

within the Standard Cross-Cultural Sample, Betzig (1989) found

that only five societies considered divorce to be uncommon or

nonexistent. Among the various factors contributing to divorce,

infidelity emerges as a predominant cause (Shackelford, 1998).

Although fidelity is generally regarded as a fundamental principle

of marriage, 39 percent of 185 cultures were reported to be

accepting of extramarital sex (Ford and Beach, 1951). Furthermore,

another cross-cultural study indicated that extramarital sex was

rare or absent for men in only 20 percent of societies, while for

women, this figure was 27 percent (Broude and Greene, 1976).

Evidence of widespread acceptance of divorce and extramarital

relationships thus suggests a likely prevalence of marital conflict.

This conflict likely underpins the social norms that facilitate

divorce and extramarital sex, indicating that these practices are

not exceptions but integral aspects of marital dynamics in different

cultural settings.

It is important to recognize that the widespread presence

of norms and institutions addressing marital conflict does not

necessarily imply the prevalence of CCEs, such as divorce,

infidelity, and intimate partner violence. Scholars have suggested

that these occurrences are mediated by various demographic

and ecological factors, including adult sex ratios and resource

distribution (Scelza, 2022, p. 533), as well as cultural influences,

such as Christianity’s characterization of extramarital sexual

relationships as sinful, which emphasizes chastity and fidelity

within marriage (Pedersen, 2014). But, cross-cultural demographic

evidence indicates that when married couples are “given the

chance”—such as in contexts where the sex ratio is more balanced,

resources are more abundant, or cultural attitudes lean toward

gender equality—marital conflict in terms of divorce and infidelity

tends to increase (Blurton Jones et al., 2000; Schacht and Kramer,

2016; Yodanis, 2005). Therefore, the quantitative data from

Western industrialized societies, along with widespread norms

and institutions surrounding divorce (remarriage) and extramarital

relationships in non-WIERD societies, suggest both direct evidence

and indirect cultural affordances that highlight how culture

provides individuals with specific opportunities and constraints

shaping their behaviors and interactions related to marital conflict.

This understanding forms the basis for my argument regarding the

prevalence of marital conflict across different cultures in this paper.

The elusiveness of “marital conflict”

Then, how can the coexistence of prevalent marital conflict

and marriage be explained sociologically? To answer this question,

one needs to take a step back to clarify how the concept of

“marital conflict” has been operationally defined and empirically

measured. In previous studies, marital conflict is generally defined

as “[emotional] distress [over some specific matters] results from

couples’ aversive and ineffectual response to conflict” (Fincham

and Beach, 1999, p. 48; see also, Koerner and Jacobson, 1994, p.

208). Marital conflict essentially refers to the experience of negative

emotion by one or both spouses in a martial relationship which

is causally related, in one way or another, to the occurrence of

certain CCEs, such as divorce, infidelity or violence. The conceptual

juxtaposition between marital conflict and the occurrence of CCE

is crucial because if marital conflict does not lead to certain

negative, relationship-transformational consequences, it should not

be termed as “conflict”. For example, if most marital conflicts had

been transformed into opportunities for cooperative interaction

between the two actors (e.g., Kelley and Thibaut, 1978); they should

have been termed “tiffs” or “small spats” and the discussions of

these happy quarrels between lovers should have been given a lot

less sociological attention than they have actually had. This view

echoes how Amato understands spousal commitment. He argues

that the concept should be understood in terms of its consequences

for relationships. He astutely states: “This is why the military hands

out medals after the battle and not before. In a similar sense, we

cannot tell whether spouses are committed to their marriages until

they are put to the test” (Amato and Hohmann-Marriott, 2007,

p. 308).

One should note that previous studies usually consider marital

conflict and its causal relation with the occurrence of CCE—either

explicitly or implicitly—in terms of two board heuristic models:

deterministic and mechanismic. Deterministic models presume

marital conflict to be a constituent predictive of certain CCEs

through a series of linear causal links. It is often represented as a

single global continuous measure in determining the occurrence

of certain CCEs. The respondents are, for instance, asked to rate

a single statement in a Likert scale of to what extent the they are

satisfied or happy with their marriage akin to the National Survey

question on marital happiness. Or, similar to the Kansas Marital

Satisfaction (KMS) Scale, respondents are asked to rate three

relationship satisfaction questions: (i) How satisfied are you with
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your marriage/relationship?; (ii) How satisfied are you with your

marriage/relationship with your wife/husband/partner?; and (iii)

How satisfied are you with your with your wife/husband/partner

as a spouse/partner? (Schumm et al., 1986). The ratings are

then computed into a single KMS score which are usually found

significantly correlated to the occurrence of CCE such as divorce

(e.g., Schumm et al., 2000).

Another common deterministic approach of marital conflict

is the ENRICH Marital Satisfaction (EMS) Scale (Fowers et al.,

1996). It is a 15-item scale that includes the Marital Satisfaction

and Idealistic Distortion scales from themarital inventory ENRICH

(Fowers and Olson, 1989). The ENRICH Inventory is composed of

125 items which cover various dimensions of marital life, including

communication, conflict resolution, financial management, sexual

satisfaction, parenting, religious beliefs, and overall relationship

satisfaction. TheMarital Satisfaction scale is a 10-item Likert format

measure of global marital satisfaction. The Idealistic Distortion

scale is a 5-item measure used as a correction for the tendency to

over-report marital satisfaction. The EMS scale thus results in a

single continuous measure of marital conflict that is subjectable to

mathematical summation and subtraction; and then to statistical

correlations with—and external validation by—the occurrences of

separation and divorce.

One popular usage of the ENRICH Inventory is to transform

the scores of the 125 items (10 dimensions) in into a five-category

typology of couples. These categories, according to Olson and

Fowers (1993) consist of: (i) “vitalized” couples who report high

relationship quality on all ENRICH dimensions; (ii) “harmonious”

couples who have relatively high relationship quality across all

dimensions; (iii) “traditional” couples who have scores that are

slightly above average with markedly higher scores on parenting

and religion scales; (iv) “conflicted” couples who are characterized

by moderately low scores on all but the equalitarian roles scale; (v)

“devitalized” couples who have the lowest scores on every ENRICH

dimension. These five categories are then put in a—once again—

linear continuous order (or an ordinal order, to be exact) with

“vitalized” couples considered the most harmonious relationship

down to the “devitalized” couples at the opposite end. Subsequent

statistical analyses indicate positive significant correlations between

each category and the occurrences of separation and divorce in

different cultural settings (e.g., Olson and Fowers, 1993; Cohen

et al., 2010).

The abovementioned measures of martial conflict all render

any marital relationship as a single point (or category) in a linear

spectrum with “conflict” and “harmony” located at the opposite

ends. Evidently, such an approach is merited in many ways,

especially, in conducting various hypothetico-deductive analyses

to identify key contributing factors of marital conflict, and by

association the occurrence of CCE. For instance, compared to other

marriage categories, statistical correlations show that individuals

in both “conflicted” and “devitalized” couples tend to have been

married for a shorter period of time, have a shorter acquaintance

prior to marriage, and a higher incidence of racial and religious

heterogamy (Olson and Fowers, 1993, p. 204; see also, Rogers and

Amato, 1997; Choi and Marks, 2011).

Some scholars, however, cast doubts over the deterministic

view of marital conflict as they see in the real world the two

incidences—the occurrence of marital conflict and its related

CCEs—are casually related not in an “if A, then B” manner. Rather,

whether the negative emotion of one or both spouses (as the

start condition) will eventually bring about certain relationship

transformation events (as the finish condition) involves a

mechanism that entails complex interactions of multifarious factors

not even known to the actor or the researcher. Space constraint

forbids me to elaborate the nature of mechanism and its attendant

mechanismic explanation from scratch (see reviews in Hedström

and Ylikoski, 2010; Knight and Reed, 2019). Simply put, a

mechanismic explanation, according to Nicholson (2012, p. 159;

see also, Machamer and Darden, 2000, p. 3), is not deterministic

as to exhaust “all the causal relations necessary for the production

of” a particular phenomenon; but merely to “individuate and

causally relate the entities and activities that are responsible for”

that phenomenon.

Along the mechanismic view, the causal relation between

marital conflict (an emotion) and the occurrence of a CCE (an event

triggered by specific actions) is more of probabilistic rather than

deterministic in nature. Marital conflict is thus not considered as

a necessary or sufficient cause for the occurrence of a CCE; rather,

it predisposes individuals with certain qualities to interact with a

multitude of other factors which in turn enhance the occurrence

of certain CCEs. A closer look at the literature, one will find

that the conceptual presumption of such the mechanismic view

on marital conflict is not uncommon. For example, as mentioned

before, one revealing statistic indicates that on average about

half of individuals engaging in infidelity rate their marriage as

“happy” (Glass and Wright, 1985). Besides, the stark statistical

incongruity between so many “happy” marriages ending in divorce

has raised the eyebrows of and remains a puzzle to researchers.

Amato (2002), for example, also observes that many couples

can divorce without explicit preceding signs of marital distress.

Scholars have also yet to reconcile the seemingly oxymoron of

having couples reporting higher spousal satisfaction in remarriages

(Buunk and Mutsaers, 1999; Jose and Alfons, 2007, p. 77) and

having a higher risk for divorce than those in first marriages

(Bramlett and Mosher, 2001; Bulanda and Brown, 2007; Whitton

et al., 2013). On the other hand, certain couples experience regular

conflicts manage to maintain rather fulfilling and/or long-lasting

marriages (Hetherington and Kelly, 2002). One of the reasons,

as proposed by Kitson et al. (1985, p. 258), is that there may

be a time-lag between marital conflict and divorce known as

“emotional divorce”; they observe that “[t]he majority of the

divorced are able to document when their marriages started to

sour, often many years before the decisions to divorce” (see also,

Fulton, 1979; Kelly, 1982). Some studies, as mentioned earlier, even

find that battered wives tend to remain in their marriages and

stay with their abusive partners to avoid the negative impact of

divorce on their families (e.g., Abdul Ghani et al., 2015). These

studies, together with some others, have identified a number of

reasons which explain why so many unhappy marriages remain

intact, including the number of dependent children (Betzig, 1989),

resource consideration (Vázquez et al., 2015), and social norms

(Ho, 2012).

Contrary to the deterministic view, the mechanismic view of

marital conflict is operationalized in terms of a set of multifarious
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binary variables; rather than a single global measure. This

distinction can be easily grasped with the following illustration. In

line with the ENRICH inventory, scholars have long distilled four

key components of marital conflict, namely: (1) communication

(e.g., does my partner make me laugh often?); (2) housework

allocation (e.g., is my partner willing to spend time with the

kids?); (3) resource sufficiency (e.g., does my partner make enough

effort to ensure the family has enough money to spend now

and in the future?); and (4) sexuality (e.g., do my partner

and I have good sex in terms of quality and quantity?) (e.g.,

Yelsma, 1984). Individuals in couples are free to rate their

relationship along these four conflict components in positive

or negative terms. A deterministic view of marital conflict will

average out the pluses and minuses an individual’s ratings of

these components and come up with a single marital conflict

score. A mechanismic view, however, will conceive the score in

each component as conceptually distinct; for example, a wife

may rate her relationship highly positively because her husband

gives her a lot of money to spend, but at the same time she

rates negatively for her husband in the other three components.

Therefore, unlike the deterministic view of marital conflict, an

actor can possibly consider his/her marriage both “good” and “bad”

at the same time. Moreover, a mechanismic researcher does not

bother to calculate a composite conflict score for the actor, or

pigeonhole him/her into one single conflict category. It is because

whether the emergence of martial conflict will actually lead to

the occurrence of certain CCEs is probabilistic subjected to the

complex interactions and processes involving multifarious factors

at the personal, interpersonal, and societal levels in relation to a

specific actor; rather than determined by a statistically deduced

Pearson’s r.

That being said, the mechanismic view of marital conflict

is inevitably criticized for lacking statistical robustness in

conducting statistical inference analyses that presume linear

causality between conflict-related independent variables and the

occurrence of CCE. However, it is better-positioned to offer

support for understanding the conundrum of why so many couples

who have had minimal overt conflict yet ultimately divorce;

or, as put Amato (2007, p. 306) it, the “sudden jumps” or

“nonlinear discontinuous changes in marriage.” It, for example,

echoes the catastrophic theory on close relationships which

suggests that marital satisfaction can decline drastically due to

sudden, significant negative events; or accumulated unresolved

conflicts within the relationship (Rusbult et al., 1991; Braithwaite

et al., 2016). The mechanismic perspective also provides one

with more conceptual clues to come to grips with the still

mythic “transformative processes in marriage” through which a

spousal relationship abruptly turns sour (Fincham et al., 2007,

p. 275).

The conceptual bifurcation of marital conflict thus far

illustrates two distinctive definitions of the term, resulting in

two different ways of gauging its prevalence as a phenomenon.

The deterministic view defines marital conflict as a constituent, a

correlate of the occurrence of CCE.Whether marital conflict and its

associated CCEs (e.g., divorce) are ubiquitous in society is basically

an empirical question subjected to contextual analyses pertinent

to a specific time and place; and the empirical answers are always

presented in terms of a matter of degree (i.e., higher or lower). The

mechanismic view, on the other hand, considers marital conflict

in an idiosyncratic, situational, and transient manner. It refers to

the fleeting moments of dissatisfaction felt by one or both spouses

in a specific situation that leads to the ideation on the part the

actor to alter the relationship nature, which in turn increase the

likelihood of—rather than determines—the actual occurrence of

CCE. Being so defined, marital conflict is by nature an integral

aspect of marital dynamics as it is akin to what Fincham (2003, p.

23) claims: “Marital conflicts can be about virtually anything,” and

they inevitably predispose the actors toward relationship change.

The bifurcated explanations

The conceptual bifurcation of marital conflict allows us

to broadly categorize the current sociological explanations of

prevailing marital conflict against the universality of marriage

into two camps. The first can be generally termed “contextual

explanations” which attend to the changing social ideology and/or

structure, such as the rise of individualism and gender inequality.

The second can be labeled “evolutionary explanations” which

views the ubiquity of marital conflict as potentially offering

benefits to human population in terms of enhancing survival

and reproduction.

Contextual explanations

Comparing statistics documented across decades, sociologists

attribute the rise of marital dissatisfaction and divorce to the

rise of “expressive individualism” since the WWII (e.g., Giddens,

1992), and many studies even suggest that the phenomenon

is particularly that of the culture of the United States, which,

according to Amato (2010, p. 1455), “differs in fundamental ways

frommarriage in other Western countries” (see also, Cherlin, 2009;

Whitehead, 1998). They acknowledge the rise of individualism has

raised the standards for an acceptable spouse and marriage. This

shift is juxtaposed with the belief that individuals have the right,

and perhaps even the obligation, to pursue personal happiness

and psychological growth. Many individuals now thus seek a

partner who will aid in personal development, facilitate personal

fulfillment, and contribute to the realization of one’s full potential as

a human being. The ideal spouse is now valued for being a soulmate,

rather than mainly for resource security or emotional comfort.

As a result, a significant number of Americans choose to divorce

each year due to a perceived lack of fulfillment in their marriages.

Statistics have shown that the United States stands out as a country

where partnerships are formed, dissolved, and reformed at a higher

frequency than in most other nations.

From a historical perspective, sociologists have noted how

ideals of mating and male-female relationships have evolved over

time: antiquity’s worship of heroic prowess in love gradually

gave way to medieval notions of courtly and companionate

affection, subsequently transforming again into modern ethos

of romantic and unanimous rapport (Bandlien, 2005; Boase,

1977; Giddens, 1992; Singer, 1984). Underpinning these shifting
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paradigms have been transformations in the intimate realm: we

have progressed from the highly structured connubial bonds within

traditional society, through the moderately formatted matrimonial

arrangements of eighteenth and nineteenth century sentimental

love (which nevertheless retained various presumptions regarding

the naturalness of gender roles), toward today’s ideal of “pure

relationship” or “confluent love,” where increasingly more such

constructs become negotiable between autonomous companions.

Consequently, “motherhood,” “the family,” “masculinity,” and

“femininity,” all previously considered inherent conditions or types,

are now being treated by some as lifestyle selections (Larsen,

2023). Consequently, modern formal marriages have increasingly

become what Finkel (2019) famously postulated: “all-or-nothing”

suggesting partners anticipate acquiring all their self-actualization

needs satisfied by their mate and perceive divorce as an unhesitant

option if those needs go unfulfilled, rather than compromising or

working through troubles as in times past.

Evolutionary explanations

Biological evolutionists posit that the purpose of getting

married is to maximize the reproductive fitness for both parents by

recruiting two individuals who can aid in childrearing andmaintain

a committed alliance between them (Kleimen, 1977; Tsapelas et al.,

2010, p. 175). While the universality of marriage is so explained, the

conflict between the spouses is also predisposed in the heterosexual

conjugal relationships. According to Buss, marital conflict is

originated in the fundamental differential sexual strategies.Women

desire greater emotional commitment and resource investment,

while men prioritize short-term sexual needs. These differences

then lead to post-marriage conflicts over sex, finances, division of

labor, and childcare (Buss, 2016; see also, DeLecce, 2018). Such

differences lay down the foundation that “the dissolution of long-

term mating relationships . . . [becomes] universal across cultures”

(Buss, 2016, p. 269).

Then, what distinctive survival and reproductive benefits does

prevailing marital conflict, in terms of infidelity or divorce,

bring about? Thus far, evolutionary scientist Fisher has made

a remarkable thesis along this line. She first observes the

widespread and persistent phenomenon of infidelity—in the

form of “clandestine adultery”—in monogamous avian and

mammalian species, including humans. She then argues that both

sexual infidelity and pair-bonding constitute the dual or mixed

reproductive tactics that explain the modern worldwide conjugal

dissolution peak after 3–4 years of marriage (Fisher, 2016, p. 144).

Fisher’s dual reproductive strategy has been confirmed by multiple

scholars, including Chapais (2013), Kramer and Russell (2015, p.

78), and Petrella (2005, p. 174).

The evolutionary perspective thus considers marital conflict as

a human predisposition which is compatible to the prevalence of

serial monogamy—a sociocultural formation that potentially brings

about higher evolutionary advantages than other institutional

arrangements to the human species. Humans are thus inclined

“to fall in love, form a pair bond, leave this relationship after

3–4 years (often after bearing a single child), and then fall

in love anew and bond again” (Fisher, 2016, p.135). And,

marital conflict is logically human’s predisposition; otherwise,

in the case of lifelong monogamy, good genes are likely

to be confined to a single biparental—happy and faithful—

marital relationship with limited number and genetic variety

of offspring. Genetic variety, in turn, effectively increases the

potential for survival against bacteria, viruses, and other parasites

that are biologically harmful to humans (Fisher, 2016, p. 53;

Miller, 2000, p. 186–187). Notably, this idea to consider the

formation of sociocultural instructions as a strategy to enhance

human evolutionary fitness echoes the very recent sub-discipline

of sociology known as evolutionary sociology (e.g., Turner

and Machalek, 2018; Schutt and Turner, 2019, p. 372; Ho,

2023).

Conclusions

This paper presents evidence suggesting that marital conflict

is prevalent across diverse cultural settings, advocating for

a deeper, more systematic exploration of its coexistence

within marriages. In this conceptual analysis, the elusiveness

of “marital conflict” is unpacked, revealing how it has inadvertently

been bifurcated into two distinct ways to conceptualize and

evaluate (measure) marital conflict: first, as a constituent of

certain critical consequential events (CCEs) within marriage,

such as divorce; and second, as a predisposition in pair-

bonding relationships that increases the likelihood of these

CCEs occurring.

This way of conceptualizing and evaluating marital conflict

also presents a meaningful analogy for understanding the

evaluation of health. Just as marital conflict can be conceptualized

through bifurcated lenses, health has been debated as being

perceived differently by diverse stakeholders, among whom

clinical professionals and individual patients are two pivotal

interlocutors (Canguilhem, 1991, 2012). To measure health,

therefore, similar to the conceptualization of marital conflict

discussed herein, fundamentally depends on the epistemological

questions: “What is health?” and “How is health constructed?”

(Turchi et al., 2022, p. 3). Both marital conflict and health thus

represent a kind of conceptual reality situated in a dimension

where intellectual processual dynamics generate meaning. Such

phenomena are not merely naturalist entities but constructs

shaped by gnoseological categories and linguistic practices from

different perspectives.

In sum, by delineating different perspectives along this line,

this paper highlights the nuanced nature of marital conflict,

which may have been previously overlooked by sociologists

and other relationship scientists. The proposed bifurcated

explanations—contextual and evolutionary—illustrate that while

evolutionary dispositions may drive the formation of both

marital bonds and conflict, contextual predictors, including

cultural and ideological influences, shape the institutions and

norms that govern the expression of these dual practices.

It therefore remains challenging to clearly identify the root

causes of marital conflict within the universal institution

of marriage.

Frontiers in Sociology 07 frontiersin.org

https://doi.org/10.3389/fsoc.2025.1490385
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/sociology
https://www.frontiersin.org


Ho 10.3389/fsoc.2025.1490385

Author contributions

W-CH: Writing – original draft, Writing – review & editing.

Funding

The author(s) declare that no financial support was received for

the research, authorship, and/or publication of this article.

Acknowledgments

The author declares that GPT-4o through Poe was utilized for

grammatical rewriting.

Conflict of interest

The author declares that the research was conducted in the

absence of any commercial or financial relationships that could be

construed as a potential conflict of interest.

Publisher’s note

All claims expressed in this article are solely those of the

authors and do not necessarily represent those of their affiliated

organizations, or those of the publisher, the editors and the

reviewers. Any product that may be evaluated in this article, or

claim that may be made by its manufacturer, is not guaranteed or

endorsed by the publisher.

References

Abdul Ghani, M., Ahmad, N. A., and Mohamad, A. (2015). “A qualitative study on
wife abuse in Muslim families: why women endure?,” in Proceeding of International
Islamic Heritage Conference (ISHEC) 2015 (Melaka: Mahkota), 278–289.

Amato, P. R. (2002). Good enough marriages: parental discord, divorce, and
children’s long-term well-being. Virginia J. Soc. Policy Law 9, 71–94.

Amato, P. R. (2007). Transformative processes in marriage: Some thoughts from a
sociologist. J. Marriage Family 69, 305–309. doi: 10.1111/j.1741-3737.2007.00365.x

Amato, P. R. (2010). Reviewed work(s): the marriage-go-round: the state of
marriage and the family in America Today by Andrew J. Cherlin J. Marriage Family
72, 1455–1457. doi: 10.1111/j.1741-3737.2010.00777.x

Amato, P. R., and Hohmann-Marriott, B. (2007). A comparison of high-
and low-distress marriages that end in divorce. J. Marriage Family 69, 621–638.
doi: 10.1111/j.1741-3737.2007.00396.x

Amato, P. R., and James, S. (2010). Divorce in Europe and the
United States: commonalities and differences across nations. Fam. Sci. 1, 2–13.
doi: 10.1080/19424620903381583

Bandlien, B. (2005). Strategies of Passion: Love andMarriage inMedieval Iceland and
Norway. Turnhout: Brepols Publishers.

Betzig, L. (1989). Causes of conjugal dissolution: a cross-cultural study. Curr.
Anthropol. 30, 654–676. doi: 10.1086/203798

Binford, L. R. (2001). Constructing Frames of Reference: An Analytical Method
for Archaeological Theory Building Using Ethnographic and Environmental Data Sets.
Berkeley, CA: University of California Press.

Blurton Jones, N. G., Marlowe, F., Hawkes, K., and O’Connell, J. (2000).
“Hunter-gatherer divorce rates and the paternal investment theory of human pair
bonding,” in Human Behavior and Adaptation: An Anthropological Perspective,
eds. L. Cronk, N. A. Chagnon, and W. Irons (New York, NY: Elsevier),
65–86.

Boase, R. (1977). The Origin and Meaning of Courtly Love: a Critical Study of
European Scholarship.Manchester: Manchester University Press.

Bourdieu, P. (1996). On the family as a realized category. Theory, Culture Soc. 13,
19–26. doi: 10.1177/026327696013003002

Braithwaite, S. R., Mitchell, C. M., Selby, E. A., and Fincham, F. D. (2016).
Trait forgiveness and enduring vulnerabilities: neuroticism and catastrophizing
influence relationship satisfaction via less forgiveness. Pers. Individ. Dif. 94, 237–246.
doi: 10.1016/j.paid.2015.12.045

Bramlett, M. D., Mosher, W. D. (2001). “First marriage dissolution, divorce,
and remarriage: United States,” in Advance Data From Vital and Health Statistics
(Washington, D.C.: National Center for Health Statistics).

Broude, G. J., and Greene, S. J. (1976). Cross-cultural codes on twenty sexual
attitudes and practices. Ethnology 15, 409–429.

Bulanda, J. R., and Brown, S. L. (2007). Race—ethnic differences in marital quality
and divorce. Social Sci. Res. 36, 945–967. doi: 10.1016/j.ssresearch.2006.04.001

Buss, D. M. (2016). The Evolution of Desire: Strategies of Human Mating. New York:
Basic Books.

Buunk, B. P., and Mutsaers, W. (1999). Equity perceptions and
marital satisfaction in former and current marriage: A study among the

remarried. J. Soc. Pers. Relat. 16, 123–132. doi: 10.1177/02654075991
61007

Canguilhem, G. (1991). The Normal and the Pathological. Transl by C. R. Fawcett.
New York, NY: Zone.

Canguilhem, G. (2012). Writings on Medicine. Transl by Stefanos Geroulanos and
Todd Meyers. New York, NY: Fordham University Press.

Chapais, B. (2008). Primeval Kinship: How Pair-Bonding Gave Birth to Human
Society. Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 368.

Chapais, B. (2010). “The deep structure of human society: primate
origins and evolution,” Mind the Gap: Tracing the Origins of Human
Universals, in eds. P. M. Kappeler and J. B. Silk (Heidelberg: Springer),
19–51.

Chapais, B. (2013). Monogamy, strongly bonded groups, and the evolution of
human social structure. Evol. Anthropol. 22, 52–65. doi: 10.1002/evan.21345

Cherlin, A. J. (2009). The Marriage-Go-Round. New York: Alfred A. Knopf.

Choi, H., and Marks, N. F. (2011). Socioeconomic status, marital status
continuity and change, marital conflict, and mortality. J. Aging Health 23, 714–742.
doi: 10.1177/0898264310393339

Choi, S. Y. P., and Cheung, A. (2017). Dissimilar and disadvantaged: age
discrepancy, financial stress, and marital conflict in cross-border marriages. J. Fam.
Issues 38, 2521–2544. doi: 10.1177/0192513X16653436

Cohen, O., Geron, Y., and Farchi, A. (2010). A typology of marital
quality of enduring marriages in Israel. J. Family Issues 31, 727–747.
doi: 10.1177/0192513X09358566

Collis, M. (1999). Marital conflict and men’s leisure: how women
negotiate male power in a small mining community. J. Sociol. 35, 60–76.
doi: 10.1177/144078339903500104

DeLecce, T. (2018). “Sources of conflict in marriage,” in The Psychology of Marriage:
An Evolutionary and Cross-Cultural View. Lanham, Boulder, eds. C. C Weisfeld, G. E.
Weisfeld, L. M. Dillon (New York, London: Lexington Books), 265–279.

Durkheim, E. (1921). La famille conjugale. Revue philosophique. XC, 1–14.

Fincham, F. D. (2003). Marital conflict: correlates, structure, and context. Curr. Dir.
Psychol. Sci. 12, 23–27. doi: 10.1111/1467-8721.01215

Fincham, F. D., and Beach, S. R. H. (1999). Conflict in marriage: Implications for
working with couples.Ann. Rev. Psychol. 50, 47–77. doi: 10.1146/annurev.psych.50.1.47

Fincham, F. D., Stanley, S. M., and Beach, S. R. H. (2007). Transformative
processes in marriage: an analysis of emerging trends. J. Marriage Family 69, 275–292.
doi: 10.1111/j.1741-3737.2007.00362.x

Finkel, E. J. (2019). The All-or-Nothing Marriage: How the Best Marriages Work.
New York: Penguin.

Fisher, H. (2015). “Interview with Dr. Helen Fisher—reflections from an expert,” in
Infidelity: A Practitioner’s Guide toWorking with Couples in Crisis, eds. P. R. Peluso and
T. J. Irvine (New York: Routledge), 53–65.

Fisher, H. (2016).Anatomy of Love: A Natural History of Mating, Marriage, andWhy
We Stray (Completely Revised and Updated With a New Introduction). New York City:
WWNorton and Company.

Frontiers in Sociology 08 frontiersin.org

https://doi.org/10.3389/fsoc.2025.1490385
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1741-3737.2007.00365.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1741-3737.2010.00777.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1741-3737.2007.00396.x
https://doi.org/10.1080/19424620903381583
https://doi.org/10.1086/203798
https://doi.org/10.1177/026327696013003002
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.paid.2015.12.045
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ssresearch.2006.04.001
https://doi.org/10.1177/0265407599161007
https://doi.org/10.1002/evan.21345
https://doi.org/10.1177/0898264310393339
https://doi.org/10.1177/0192513X16653436
https://doi.org/10.1177/0192513X09358566
https://doi.org/10.1177/144078339903500104
https://doi.org/10.1111/1467-8721.01215
https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev.psych.50.1.47
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1741-3737.2007.00362.x
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/sociology
https://www.frontiersin.org


Ho 10.3389/fsoc.2025.1490385

Fisher, H. E. (2011). “Serial monogamy and clandestine adultery: evolution
and consequences of the dual human reproductive strategy,” in Applied
Evolutionary Psychology, ed. S. C. Roberts (New York, NY: Oxford University
Press) doi: 10.1093/acprof:oso/9780199586073.001.0001

Flinn, M. V., and Low, B. S. (1986). “Resource distribution, social competition, and
mating patterns in human societies,” in Ecological Aspects of Social Evolution, eds. D.
Rubinstien and R. Wrangham (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press), 217-243.

Ford, C. S., and Beach, F. A. (1951). Patterns of Sexual Behavior. New York, NY:
Harper.

Fowers, B. J., Montel, K. H., and Olson, D. H. (1996). Predicting marital success
for premarital couple types based on PREPARE. J. Marital Fam. Ther. 22, 103–119.
doi: 10.1111/j.1752-0606.1996.tb00190.x

Fowers, B. J., and Olson, D. H. (1989). ENRICH Marital Inventory: a
discriminant validity and cross-validation assessment. J. Marital Fam. Ther. 15, 65–79.
doi: 10.1111/j.1752-0606.1989.tb00777.x

Frayser, S. (1985). Varieties of Sexual Experience: An Anthropological Perspective of
Human Sexuality. New Haven, NJ: HRAF Press.

Fulton, J. A. (1979). Parental reports of children’s post-divorce adjustment. J. Social
Issues 35, 126–139. doi: 10.1111/j.1540-4560.1979.tb00817.x

Giddens, A. (1992). The Transformation of Intimacy: Sexuality, Love and Eroti- cism
in Modern Societies. Stanford, CA: Stanford University

Glass, S., and Wright, T. (1985). Sex differences in type of extramarital involvement
and marital dissatisfaction. Sex Roles 12, 1101–1120. doi: 10.1007/BF00288108

Glick, P. (1984). Marriage, divorce, and living arrangements: prospective issues. J.
Fam. Issues 5, 7–26. doi: 10.1177/019251384005001002

Hedström, P., and Ylikoski, P. (2010). Causal mechanisms in the social sciences.
Ann. Rev. Sociol. 36, 49–67. doi: 10.1146/annurev.soc.012809.102632

Hetherington, E. M., and Kelly, J. (2002). For Better or for Worse: Divorce
Reconsidered. New York, NY: WWNorton & Co.

Ho, W. C. (2012). Unveiling the non-discursivity of the lifeworld experience: an
enquiry into the taken-for-grantedness of the spousal sexual world of Hong Kong
Chinese couples. Sociol. Inq. 82, 601–627. doi: 10.1111/j.1475-682X.2012.00422.x

Ho, W. C. (2023). Returning biology to evolutionary sociology: reflections on the
conceptual hiatuses of new evolutionary sociology as a vantage point. Sociol. Persp. 66,
123–144. doi: 10.1177/07311214221119256

Jackson, J. B., Miller, R. B., and Oka, M. (2014). (2014) Gender differences in marital
satisfaction: a meta-analysis. J. Marriage Family 76, 105–129. doi: 10.1111/jomf.12077

Jose, O., and Alfons, V. (2007). Do demographics affect marital satisfaction? J. Sex
Marital Therapy 33, 73–85. doi: 10.1080/00926230600998573

Karney, B. R., and Bradbury, T. N. (2020). Research on marital satisfaction and
stability in the 2010s: challenging conventional wisdom. J. Marriage Family 82,
100–116. doi: 10.1111/jomf.12635

Kelley, H. H., and Thibaut, J. (1978). Interpersonal Relations: A Theory of
Interdependence. New York, NY: Wiley.

Kelly, J. B. (1982). “Divorce: the adult perspective,” in Handbook of Development
Psychology, eds. B. W. Benjamin and G. Stricker (Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice Hall),
734–750.

Kenrick, D. T., Neuberg, S. L., and White, A. E. (2013). “Relationships from an
evolutionary life history perspective,” in The Oxford Handbook of Close Relationships,
eds. J. A. Simpson and L. Campbell (Oxford University Press), 13–38.

Kitson, G. C., Babri, K. B., and Roach, M. J. (1985). Who divorces and why: a review.
J. Fam. Issues 6, 255–293. doi: 10.1177/019251385006003002

Kleimen, D. (1977). Monogamy in mammals. Quart. Rev. Biol. 52, 39–69.
doi: 10.1086/409721

Kluwer, E. S., Heesink, J. A. M., and de Vliert, E. V. (1996). Marital conflict about
the division of household labor and paid work. J. Marriage Family 1996, 958–969
doi: 10.2307/353983

Knight, C. R., and Reed, I. A. (2019). Meaning and modularity: the
multivalence of Mechanism in sociological explanation. Sociol. Theory 37, 234–256.
doi: 10.1177/0735275119869969

Koerner, K., and Jacobson, N. J. (1994). “Emotion and behavior in couple therapy,”
in The Heart of the Matter: Perspectives on Emotion in Marital Therapy, eds. S. M.
Johnson and L. S. Greenberg (New York: Brunner/Mazel), 207–26.

Kramer, K., Schacht, R., and Bell, A. (2017). Adult sex ratios & partner scarcity
among huntergatherers: implications for dispersal patterns and the evolution of human
sociality. Philos. Trans. R. Soc. B 372:20160316. doi: 10.1098/rstb.2016.0316

Kramer, K. L., and Russell, A. F. (2015). Was monogamy a key step on the Hominin
road? Reevaluating themonogamy hypothesis in the evolution of cooperative breeding.
Evolut. Anthropol. 24, 73–83. doi: 10.1002/evan.21445

Larsen, M. (2023). “Pair-bonding: in human evolution,” in Encyclopedia of Sexual
Psychology and Behavior, ed. T. K. Shackelford (Cham: Springer).

Leach, E. R. (1955). Polyandry, inheritance and the definition-of marriage.Man 55,
182–186. doi: 10.2307/2795331

Lupri, E., and Frideres, J. (1981). The quality of marriage and the passage of
time: marital satisfaction over the family life cycle. Can. J. Sociol. 6, 283–305.
doi: 10.2307/3340235

Luscombe, B. (2018). The Divorce Rate Is Dropping. That May Not Actually Be Good
News, Time. Available at: https://time.com/5434949/divorce-rate-children-marriage-
benefits/ (accessed January 25, 2025).

Machamer, P., and Darden, L. (2000). Thinking about mechanisms. Philos. Sci. 67,
1–25. doi: 10.1086/392759

Major, B. (1993). Gender, entitlement, and the distribution of family labor. J. Social
Issues 49, 141–159. doi: 10.1111/j.1540-4560.1993.tb01173.x

March, H. (2018). Perceptions of intimate partner abuse among chinese residents
and immigrants living in the US. (Thesis). Department of Psychology and
Neuroscience, University of Colorado, Boulder, CO, United States.

Marlowe, F. (2000). Paternal investment and the human mating system. Behav.
Process. 51, 45–61. doi: 10.1016/S0376-6357(00)00118-2

Marlowe, F. W., and Berbesque, J. C. (2012). The human operational sex ratio:
effects of marriage, concealed ovulation, and menopause on mate competition. J. Hum.
Evol. 63, 834–842. doi: 10.1016/j.jhevol.2012.09.004

Marsee, S. W. (2018). Which Couples are Most Likely to Divorce? Available
at: https://www.marseelaw.com/which-couples-are-most-likely-to-divorce/ (accessed
January 25, 2025).

Martin, T., and Bumpass, L. (1989). Recent trends in marital disruption.
Demography 26, 37–52. doi: 10.2307/2061492

Marx, K., and Engel, M. (1848). The Communist Manifesto. Available at: https://
www.marxists.org/archive/marx/works/1848/communist-manifesto/ch01.htm
(accessed January 25, 2025).

McDevitt, M. L. (2013). The Latest Divorce Statistics ShowHow Common It Is Agrees.

Miller, G. F. (2000). The Mating Mind: How Sexual Choice Shaped the Evolution of
Human Nature. New York, NY: Doubleday.

Murdock, G., and White, D. (1969). Standard cross-cultural sample. Ethnology 8,
329–369. doi: 10.2307/3772907

Murdock, G. P. (1949). Social Structure. New York: Macmillan Company

Nicholson, D. J. (2012). The concept of mechanism in biology. Stud. Hist. Philos.
Biol. Biomed. Sci. 43, 152–163. doi: 10.1016/j.shpsc.2011.05.014

Olson, D. H., and Fowers, B. J. (1993). Five types of marriage: an empirical typology
based on ENRICH. Family J. 1, 196–207. doi: 10.1177/1066480793013002

Pedersen, W. (2014). Forbidden fruit? A longitudinal study of Christianity, sex, and
marriage. J. Sex Res. 51, 542–550. doi: 10.1080/00224499.2012.753983

Pelley, V. (2018). What Is the Divorce Rate in America? Fartherly. Available at:
https://www.fatherly.com/life/what-is-divorce-rate-america

Petrella, S. (2005). Only with you—maybe—if you make me happy: a genealogy
of serial monogamy as governance self-governance. Geneal. Identity 2005, 169–182.
doi: 10.1163/9789401201902_017

Potuchek, J. L. (1992). Employed wives’ orientations to breadwinning: a gender
theory analysis. J. Marriage Fam. 54, 548–558. doi: 10.2307/353241

Previti, D., and Amato, P. R. (2004). Is infidelity a cause or a consequence of poor
marital quality? J. Soc. Pers. Relat. 21, 217–230. doi: 10.1177/0265407504041384

Putnam, R. R. (2011). First comes marriage, then comes divorce: a perspective on
the process. J. Divorce Remarriage 52, 557–564. doi: 10.1080/10502556.2011.615661

Raley, R. K., and Bumpass, L. L. (2003). The topography of the divorce plateau:
Levels and trends in union stability in the United States after 1980. Demogr. Res. 8,
245–260. doi: 10.4054/DemRes.2003.8.8

Rogers, S. J., and Amato, P. (1997). Is marital quality declining? The evidence from
two generations. Social Forces 75, 1089–1100. doi: 10.2307/2580532

Rogers, S. J., and DeBoer, D. D. (2001). Changes in wives’ income: effects on marital
happiness, psychological well-being, and the risk of divorce. J. Marriage Family 63,
458–472. doi: 10.1111/j.1741-3737.2001.00458.x

Rusbult, C. E., Verette, J., Whitney, G. A., Slovik, L. F., and Lipkus, I. (1991).
Accommodation processes in close relationships: theory and preliminary empirical
evidence. J. Pers. Soc. Psychol. 60, 53. doi: 10.1037/0022-3514.60.1.53

Scelza, B. (2022). “Marriage and monogamy in cross-cultural perspective,” in The
Oxford Handbook of Human Mating, ed. D. M. Buss (Oxford University Press),
531-554.

Schacht, R., and Kramer, K. L. (2016). Patterns of family formation in response to
sex ratio variation. PLoS ONE 11:e0160320. doi: 10.1371/journal.pone.0160320

Schoen, R., and Canudas-Romo, V. (2006). Timing effects on divorce:
20th century experience in the United States. J. Marriage Fam. 68, 749–758.
doi: 10.1111/j.1741-3737.2006.00287.x

Frontiers in Sociology 09 frontiersin.org

https://doi.org/10.3389/fsoc.2025.1490385
https://doi.org/10.1093/acprof:oso/9780199586073.001.0001
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1752-0606.1996.tb00190.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1752-0606.1989.tb00777.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1540-4560.1979.tb00817.x
https://doi.org/10.1007/BF00288108
https://doi.org/10.1177/019251384005001002
https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev.soc.012809.102632
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1475-682X.2012.00422.x
https://doi.org/10.1177/07311214221119256
https://doi.org/10.1111/jomf.12077
https://doi.org/10.1080/00926230600998573
https://doi.org/10.1111/jomf.12635
https://doi.org/10.1177/019251385006003002
https://doi.org/10.1086/409721
https://doi.org/10.2307/353983
https://doi.org/10.1177/0735275119869969
https://doi.org/10.1098/rstb.2016.0316
https://doi.org/10.1002/evan.21445
https://doi.org/10.2307/2795331
https://doi.org/10.2307/3340235
https://time.com/5434949/divorce-rate-children-marriage-benefits/
https://time.com/5434949/divorce-rate-children-marriage-benefits/
https://doi.org/10.1086/392759
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1540-4560.1993.tb01173.x
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0376-6357(00)00118-2
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jhevol.2012.09.004
https://www.marseelaw.com/which-couples-are-most-likely-to-divorce/
https://doi.org/10.2307/2061492
https://www.marxists.org/archive/marx/works/1848/communist-manifesto/ch01.htm
https://www.marxists.org/archive/marx/works/1848/communist-manifesto/ch01.htm
https://doi.org/10.2307/3772907
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.shpsc.2011.05.014
https://doi.org/10.1177/1066480793013002
https://doi.org/10.1080/00224499.2012.753983
https://www.fatherly.com/life/what-is-divorce-rate-america
https://doi.org/10.1163/9789401201902_017
https://doi.org/10.2307/353241
https://doi.org/10.1177/0265407504041384
https://doi.org/10.1080/10502556.2011.615661
https://doi.org/10.4054/DemRes.2003.8.8
https://doi.org/10.2307/2580532
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1741-3737.2001.00458.x
https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-3514.60.1.53
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0160320
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1741-3737.2006.00287.x
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/sociology
https://www.frontiersin.org


Ho 10.3389/fsoc.2025.1490385

Schumm, W. A., Nichols, C. W., Schectman, K. L., Grigsby, C. C., Schumm, W. R.,
Paff-Bergen, L. A., et al. (2000). Kansas marital satisfaction scale (kms). J. Fam. Ther.
29, 307–324.

Schumm, W. R., Paff-Bergen, L. A., Hatch, R. C., and Obiorah, F. C., Jm Copeland,
and, M. A., Bugaighis. (1986). Concurrent and discriminant validity of the Kansas
Marital Satisfaction Scale. J. Marriage Family 1986, 381–387. doi: 10.2307/352405

Schutt, R. K., and Turner, J. H. (2019). Biology and American sociology, Part I: the
rise of evolutionary thinking, its rejection, and potential resurrection. Am. Sociol. 50,
356–377. doi: 10.1007/s12108-019-9403-y

Shackelford, T. (1998). “Divorce as a consequence of spousal infidelity,” in Romantic
Love and Sexual Behavior, ed. V. De Munck (Westport, CT: Praeger), 135–153.

Singer, B. (1984). Conceptualizing sexual arousal and attraction. J. Sex Res. 20,
230–240. doi: 10.1080/00224498409551222

Stattin, H., and Klackenberg, G. (1992). Discordant family relations in intact
families: Developmental tendencies over 18 years. J. Marriage Family 1992, 940–956.
doi: 10.2307/353174

Thompson, L. (1991). Family work: Women’s sense of fairness. J. Fam. Issues 12,
181–196. doi: 10.1177/019251391012002003

Thornton, A., and Young-DeMarco, L. (2001). Four decades of trends in attitudes
towards family issues in the United States: The 1960s through the 1990s. J. Marriage
Fam. 63, 1009–1037. doi: 10.1111/j.1741-3737.2001.01009.x

Tsapelas, I., Fisher, H. E., and Aron, A. (2010). “Infidelity: when, where, why,” in The
Dark Side of Close Relationships II, eds. W. R. Cupach and B. H. Spitzberg (New York:
Routledge), 175–196.

Turchi, G. P., Orrù, L., Iudici, A., and Pinto, E. (2022). A contribution towards
health. J. Eval. Clin. Pract. 28:717. doi: 10.1111/jep.13732

Turner, J. H., and Machalek, R. S. (2018). The New Evolutionary Sociology: Recent
and Revitalized Theoretical and Methodological Approaches. New York: Routledge.

Umubyeyi, B. (2019). Conceptualizing the Nexus between migration and marital
conflict.Mankind Quart. 59, 312–334. doi: 10.46469/mq.2019.59.3.3

Van den Berghe, P. L. (1979). Human Family Systems: An Evolutionary View.
Westport, CT: Greenwood Press.

VanLaningham, J., Johnson, D. R., and Amato, P. (2001). Marital happiness, marital
duration, and the U-shaped curve: evidence from a five-wave panel study. Social forces
79, 1313–1341. doi: 10.1353/sof.2001.0055

Vázquez, J. J., Panadero, S., and Rivas, E. (2015). Happiness among poor women
victims of intimate partner violence in Nicaragua. Soc. Work Public Health 30, 18–29.
doi: 10.1080/19371918.2014.938389

Walker, R. S., Hill, K. R., Flinn, M. V., and Ellsworth, R. M. (2011).
Evolutionary history of hunter-gatherer marriage practices. PLoS ONE 6:e19066.
doi: 10.1371/journal.pone.0019066

Weisfeld, G. E., and Weisfeld, C. C. (2002). Marriage: an evolutionary perspective.
Neuroendocrinol. Lett. 23, 47–54.

Whitehead, B. D. (1998). The Divorce Culture: Rethinking Our Commitments to
Marriage and Family. New York: Vintage.

Whitton, S. W., Stanley, S. W., Markman, H. J., and Johnson, C. A. (2013).
Attitudes toward divorce, commitment, and divorce proneness in first marriages and
remarriages. J. Marriage Family 75, 276–287. doi: 10.1111/jomf.12008

Willoughby, B. J., Hall, S. S., and Luczak, H. P. (2015). Marital paradigms: a
conceptual framework for marital attitudes, values, and beliefs. J. Fam. Issues 36,
188–211. doi: 10.1177/0192513X13487677

Winslow, S. (2011). Marital conflict and the duration of wives’ income advantage.
Int. J. Sociol. Fam. 2011, 203–225.

Wood, J. (2018). “The United States divorce rate is dropping, thanks to millennials,”
in World Economic Forum. Available at: https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2018/10/
divorce-united-states-dropping-because-millennials/ (accessed January 25, 2025).

Yelsma, P. (1984). Marital communication, adjustmemt and perceptual differences
between happy and counseling couples. Am. J. Family Therapy 12, 26–36.
doi: 10.1080/01926188408250156

Yodanis, C. (2005). Divorce culture and marital gender equality: a cross-national
study. Gender Soc. 19, 644–659. doi: 10.1177/0891243205278166

Zvonkovic, A. M., Greaves, K. M., and Schmiege, C. J. (1996). The marital
construction of gender through work and family decisions: a qualitative analysis. J.
Marr. Family 58, 91–100. doi: 10.2307/353379

Frontiers in Sociology 10 frontiersin.org

https://doi.org/10.3389/fsoc.2025.1490385
https://doi.org/10.2307/352405
https://doi.org/10.1007/s12108-019-9403-y
https://doi.org/10.1080/00224498409551222
https://doi.org/10.2307/353174
https://doi.org/10.1177/019251391012002003
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1741-3737.2001.01009.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/jep.13732
https://doi.org/10.46469/mq.2019.59.3.3
https://doi.org/10.1353/sof.2001.0055
https://doi.org/10.1080/19371918.2014.938389
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0019066
https://doi.org/10.1111/jomf.12008
https://doi.org/10.1177/0192513X13487677
https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2018/10/divorce-united-states-dropping-because-millennials/
https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2018/10/divorce-united-states-dropping-because-millennials/
https://doi.org/10.1080/01926188408250156
https://doi.org/10.1177/0891243205278166
https://doi.org/10.2307/353379
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/sociology
https://www.frontiersin.org

	Explaining the prevalence of marital conflict: conceptual bifurcation and sociological explanations
	Introduction
	The prevalence of marital conflict
	The elusiveness of ``marital conflict''
	The bifurcated explanations
	Contextual explanations
	Evolutionary explanations

	Conclusions
	Author contributions
	Funding
	Acknowledgments
	Conflict of interest
	Publisher's note
	References


