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The Big “M”

A young guy friend of mine married his girlfriend at 19 years old in 2002, and in 2003 they had a baby boy.  By the new year 2004, he was already ready for a divorce.  Getting married can be a beautiful thing, and some young adults have chosen that route.  Since the seriousness of marriage is sometimes overlooked by some young adults, the federal government should change the marriage law to twenty-one as a requirement instead of eighteen, because young adults are seeking independence.  Looking at some sociological statistics and society changes will be the focus of my paper to show how young adults of the 21st century have gradually become more independent.  Therefore, public policy should adapt to this newfound independence.


In 1999, Andrew Cherlin, an author and sociologist, arranged a national telephone survey to understand what American’s most important values were.  The Statistics showed that “being married” ranked tenth, while “being a good neighbor” ranked fourth and was of more importance to people (Cherlin 9).  These rankings suggest that Americans value independence and self-expression more highly than playing the roles of parent or spouse (Cherlin 10).  For the purpose of this paper young adults are defined as people whose ages range from eighteen to their early twenties.  So, what exactly are young adults thinking and facing during your adulthood in life?  What has caused this desire for independence?

Erik Erikson, a sociologist who studies psychological development of people, has offered an objective and sociological study of eight stages of identity development: infancy, toddlers, early childhood, elementary and middle school years, adolescence, young adulthood, and late adulthood (qtd. In Macionis 137-38). I will focus on stage 5 (young adolescence) and stage 6 (early adulthood).  I chose these stages because they relate to the legal age at which a person can get married, and Erikson’s study offers one of the best descriptions of identity development during this period.

Stage 5, “Identity vs. Role confusion,” is a description of adolescence only focusing on the challenges of gaining an identity, which occurs from ages 12 to 18.  Part of the challenges in gaining identities is discovering one’s comfortable space with exploring professional aspirations.  Marriage on the other hand, involves secure commitment without experimenting.  However, identity development involves the self-centeredness that comes with independence (Macionis 469).  Cherlin says, that due to valuing independence over commitment, young adults have postponed the idea of marriage (9).  Independence is the postponement of marriage that can be attributed to the non-desire for marriage during stage 5; some of these factors are: “[t]he greater acceptance of premarital sex, the increase in cohabitation, and most importantly today’s young women are increasingly involved in labor market skills and gaining work experience” (Cherlin 9).  Developments as these have made young women and men of today less dependent upon each other, and they are challenging marriage with prioritizing independence over marriage.

The above insights about young adults have shown what stage 5 is and the focus of independence during identity development, as well as that most people aren’t mature enough to commit to relationships.  So as a result marriage at this stage can be a common mistake.  Young adults are still experiencing changes with their developing “identity,” and making careers and education priorities.  The idea of marriage intrudes and restrains the development of the forming personality and figuring out confusing challenges in order to be independent (qtd. In Macionis 132). Although, choosing to extend one’s education and career can further assist their experience to help young adolescents gain responsibilities, job opportunities and most importantly become stabilized.

Changes in identity are common during stage 5 for young adult culture, but expectations are also important and subject to change.  Often young adults are vulnerable to experiencing change because they are experimenting (such as with careers and education opportunities) and searching for a comfort zone but not to settle down (Macionis 138).  It’s like meeting the needs and fulfillment for what one likes at that moment.  For instance, my friend’s ex-wife indicated expectations for the romantic love that they had would remain in the relationship and their family would be like those on T.V.  But my friend’s idea of romantic love was to be at his discretion, usually after hanging with friends.  John Macionis explains, “Our culture emphasizing romantic love as a basis for marriage, which makes relationships vulnerable as sexual passion fades.  Many people end a marriage in favor of a new relationship that renews excitement and romance” (Macionis 469).  Like my friend’s, marriage more couples now choose to end marriages that fail to live up to their momentary expectations.


Coming out of stage 5 and into stage 6, “Intimacy vs. Isolation,” is early adulthood and the challenges of balancing relationships (Macionis 132).  This stage focuses on people over eighteen.  During this stage is when a true desire for relationships usually occurs.  This is also “a time for pursuing goals that may have been set earlier” as Erikson describes (qtd. In Macionis 140).  Here young adults shuffle their conflicting priorities.  In this stage individuals already have a set of directions for their relationships.  More time for development to assure what ideal type of partners people want to have a long-term relationship with.  Early adulthood is a time when people are equipped with focusing on commitment to goals and relationships through the process of maturing.  As mentioned before, identity development typically has occurred, and now things can be more solid with respect to the person’s expectations and desires that aren’t subject to change like those of stage 5.

Stage 6 has helped us to recognize that at the age of twenty-one people would be at a more stabilized point to approach the idea of marriage rather than today’s legal age of eighteen.  Amending the legal age to twenty-one during early adulthood is the best decision for when personalities are usually formed and identity development is less likely to interfere.  By the time a person reaches early adulthood he/she often comfortable with his/her personality and is responsible in decisions regarding relationships, priorities, commitments, and expectations (Macionis 469).

When marriages don’t work out at young ages the outcome is divorce.  “Forty percent of all children will witness the breakup of their parents’ marriages and perhaps 10 percent will witness two divorces” (Cherlin 10).  Citizens and the government taking initiative in such an issue might help lower these types of outcomes by giving young adults more time to develop and enjoy their independence.  Since independence today has become more common for young adults, their expectations are going to change constantly along with their relationships, careers, and education, because this is a time to test and feel for where one may be comfortable.  They are not ready to give up independence for marriage.

Every person’s view of when marriage is right will vary, just as what they may think marriage is to be, and therefore our expectations are subject to change too.  For example, Dr. Pepper Schwartz once testified in 1996 on behalf of couples of what most expected and believed marriage is:

What people think of when they want marriage is they want companionship, they want love, they want trust, and they want someone who will be with them through thick and thin.  Now I wouldn’t say this is what marriage means in all cultures, but in our own it’s an aspiration for— for intimacy and security.  And that is the definition of marriage as people first primarily think of it (Cherlin 6).
The above information has therefore shown us that we won’t all have the same meanings of marriage, but the importance of intimacy and security won’t come until stage 6 of development when companionship can be taken seriously.


We have looked at the challenges young adults face in respect to the societal change of independence in their lives today.  Priorities, commitment and expectations have shown what periods in our life are best for marriage, and stage 6 is the best time period.  Had there been a statute in place during my friend’s situation his separation and divorce could have been prevented.
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