
Divorce timeline

1920s – Divorce still rare in the U.S., during Depression, few 
could afford separate households

1930s – Divorce rates rise enough to cause mild alarm; some 
colleges begin offering “marriage preparation” classes for wom-
en

1940s – Quick marriages to enlisted men going off to war leads 
to big jump in divorce when many return around 1945

1950s – High divorce rate of 1940s makes the 50s look (de-
ceptively) stabile

1960s – Rates begin to climb midway through the decade in era 
of free love

1970s – California first state to institute no-fault. Divorce rates 
climb sharply.

1980s – U.S reaches all-time high in 1981, with roughly 23 di-
vorces per 1,000 marriages

1990s-present – Divorce rate declines to about 19 in 1,000, 
holds steady. Possible factors include lower marriage rate, higher 
education of parties involved.
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Annual divorce rate per 
1,000 marriages,
1860s to present. 
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Divorce trends, chronology

1940s Quick mar-
riages to enlisted 
men going off to 
war lead to big 
jump in divorce 
when many return 
around 1945.

1960s Rates 
begin to climb 
midway 
through the 
decade in era 
of free love.

1950s High divorce 
rate of 1940s 
makes the ’50s look 
(deceptively) stable.

1980s U.S reaches all-
time high in 1981, with 
roughly 23 divorces per 
1,000 marriages.

1990s-present
Divorce rate 
declines to 
about 19 in 
1,000, holds 
steady. Pos-
sible factors 
include lower 
marriage rate, 
higher educa-
tion of parties 
involved.

1970s
California first 
state to insti-
tute no-fault. 
Divorce rates 
climb sharply.

1920s Divorce still rare in the U.S.; 
during Depression, few could afford 
separate households.

1930s Divorce rates 
rise enough to 
cause mild alarm; 
some colleges begin 
offering “marriage 
preparation” classes 
for women.
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