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The State of Mafriage in America

Martin King Whyte

In recent years a wide-ranging debate has erupted about the state of the Ameri-
can family, particularly about the present health and future prospects of the cen-
tral building block of family life in society, the institution of marriage. Whereas
in earlier eras those who saw signs of family decline were countered by other ob-
servers who interpreted family trends in neutral, evolutionary terms or even as in-
dicating progress,! in the 1980s and 1990s the pessimists have far outnumbered
the optimists. High levels of divorce, the rise of premarital cohabitation, declin-
ing marriage rates, increased births out of wedlock, and other trends have given
rise to increasing fears that marriage might be on its way to becoming simply one
of a number of “lifestyle options” in America.2 Debate has raged about the accu-
racy of this diagnosis, the causes of the trends involved, and the long-term con-
sequences for America of a weakened institution of marriage. Once again, few
analysts can be found who argue that America would be a better place if marriage
as an institution becomes still weaker and more brittle.” Yet even with a growing
consensus that the decline of American marriage constitutes a serious problem,
there has been precious little agreement on whether anything can be done to re-
verse these worrisome trends, and if so what* The chapters that follow represent
an attempt to grapple with these troubling questions.

The contributions to this volume share a number of concerns and assumptions.
From a reading of the available evidence, some of which will be briefly reviewed
here, we assume that marriage is an institution worth supporting and that Ameri-
can society would be better off if marriages were more common, long-lasting,
and satisfying. In particular, we accept the basic view that the declining popular-
ity and increasing brittleness of American marriages impose social costs, partic-
ularly by endangering the prospects that children will be raised so that they be-
come competent, happy, and productive adults. Thus, it is particularly in terms of
the ability to provide a supportive environment in which to raise our children that
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we think proposals to provide better support for the institution of marriage in
America must be evaluated.

We also do not assume that the forces buffeting American marriages are so
powerful that nothing can be done. In other words, we assume that if problems
with American marriages exist, there must be things that can be done to help ad-
dress those problems and create more supportive conditions for satisfying and
long-lasting marriages. However, we did not start this initiative with any pet list
of new family policies and practices. Rather, the purpose of the 1996 conference
mentioned in the preface, and of subsequent efforts to supplement the papers
from that conference with other contributions, was to examine in some depth a
variety of potential approaches to see whether some seemed more feasible and
desirable than others.

One final basic assumption guided this effort. We do not assume that it is ei-
ther desirable or possible to turn back the clock to recapture the family patterns
of the 1950s or eatlier, with male breadwinners and dependent housewives once
again the norm. Although rising female employment and growing gender equal-
ity are arguably among the major causes of worrisome recent family trends, in-
cluding the rise in the divorce rate 5 we are seeking ways to strengthen marriages
without undermining the recent gains that women have made in society. Thus, we
are assuming that what Pepper Schwartz refers to as “peer marriages” do not have
to be brittle and unsatisfying marriages. The trick is to find new policies and prac-
tices that will help provide a more supportive atmosphere for long-lasting mar-
riages without undermining the chances for wife—husband equality. In pursuing
this agenda, we consider a wide range of ideas, as the chapters in this volume will
show, although we cannot claim to have exhausted all of the possibilities. Indeed,
we see the goal of this volume not as ending the discussion but as stimulating fur-
ther debate and the consideration of these and other innovative approaches to
strengthening American marriage as an institution.

At first glance the timing of the recent debate about the state of American mar-
riage, and about the high divorce rate in particular, may seem odd. Broadly speak-
ing, the American divorce rate has been rising during most periods for roughly a
century and a half.> However, for much of this time the rise was gradual and ir-
regular, with occasional reversals and lowered rates. Then a much more rapid and
dramatic rise in divorce frequency began, starting during the 1960s. For two
decades rates of divorce in America climbed rapidly, so that in 1980 there were
roughly three times as many divorces as two decades earlier, and the likelihood
of newlyweds ending up in divorce court had risen from roughly 25 to 50 percent
or even higher. However, since the early 1980s the divorce rate has stabilized and
even declined slightly—from 5.2 divorces per thousand population in 1930 to 44
per thousand in 1995 7 Why, if the rate of divorce in America peaked almost two
decades ago, has the debate over what to do about the high divorce rate escalated
much more recently? '
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At least three factors contribute to this lag between the peaks of divorce in
America and debates about what to do about high divorce rates. The first factor
involves the rising influence of conservative religious forces in American politics
in the 1980s and 1990s and the social agendas and debates about “family values”
that this shift has produced. Whether through Vice President Dan Quayle’s attack
on the unwed motherhood of TV character Murphy Brown or the calls for mari-
tal fidelity championed in revival meetings of the Promise Keepers, these voices
have helped focus national attention as never before on trends in American fam-
ily life.® These trends have thrust our high divorce rate to the center of national
attention.

The second contributing factor is an increased recognition of the cumulative
effect of a sustained high divorce rate, in combination with other trends, even if
that rate is no longer climbing year by year. The effect of most relevance here
is what this means for America’s children. With more than one million divorces
occurring in America every year for the past two decades, and with a sharp rise
in births out of wedlock, the chances that a child will grow up in a “stable, two-
parent family” have declined markedly (and have continued to decline in the
1980s and 1990s, despite the stabilization in the divorce rate). According to one
set of estimates, white children born in 1950 had a 19 percent chance of spend-
ing some period of time in a single-parent family prior to age seventeen, and for
blacks the probability was 48 percent. For a child born in 1980, these probabil-
ities were projected to increase to 70 percent and 94 percent, respectively!® Al-
though the size of this shift is not due to brittle marriages alone but increasingly
to births to unwed mothers as well, the sheer magnitude of the shift to which the
high divorce rate has contributed evokes mounting concern. These sorts of sta-
tistics give rise to the conclusion that, even if the divorce rate is no longer

“climbing annually, divorce in America still qualifies as an “epidemic.”0

The third and perhaps most significant factor in the recent rise in public con-
cern about divorce in America is the accumulating evidence on the social costs of
high divorce, particularly for America’s children. Until relatively recently, much
of the available scientific evidence discounted the potential costs of divorce in
several ways. It is worth reviewing briefly this earlier consensus of research re-
sults before discussing how it has been challenged recently. '

Critics of divorce generally argue that children whose parents divorce are
likely to be harmed in several ways. First, the trauma of divorce itself is likely to
cause psychological problems for the child and even lead some children to blame
themselves for the breakup of their parents’ marriage. Second, after the divorce,
most children lack the daily role model and disciplinary influence of their non-
custodial parent (most often the father), and their custodial parent will be hard-
pressed to guide and supervise them adequately, making disciplinary and moti-
vational problems more likely. Third, divorce often produces downward mobility
economically, particularly for a divorced mother who has custody of young chil-
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dren, and children newly thrust into poverty are less well equipped to succeed in
academic and other competitions than children in better-off, two-parent families.

In the earlier research consensus, several arguments were used to discount these
dangers. Most studies showed that the immediate psychological pain of divorce
was short-lived for the children, who tended to recover rapidly and showed few
long-term emotional scars. Furthermore, if the alternative to divorce was parents
who stayed married but constantly argued and fought, most analysts argued that di-
vorce would be less harmful to the children.!* In other words, the best of all worlds
might be to grow up with happily married parents, but if that is not possible, then
growing up ina single-parent home is better than in an intact but rancorous or even
violent home. Furthermore, rates of remarriage tended to be high (family sociology
textbooks often claimed that about three-fourths of husbands and two-thirds of
wives remarried within five years), SO that most children would not have to remain
in a single-parent family into adulthood. Within a few years, a stepparent might ap-
pear on the scene to provide an acceptable substitute for the guidance and disci-
pline (not to mention earnings) once provided by the divorced and now absent par-
ent. Finally, in addressing the “economic harm” claim, many analysts pointed out
that what harmed children’s ability to make their way into successful adulthood
was not divorce itself but poverty, and that if you controlled for the effect of in-
come level, children who lived with one parent did just as well in school and in
other realms as did children raised by two parents. If divorce led to impoverish-
ment, then the solution was not to limit divorce but to find ways to prevent such
impoverishment, such as through fairer child support policies and more effective
payment enforcement systems (a major concern in part 3 of this book).

In other words, many analysts until recently argued that the impact of divorce
on children was either neutral, harmful but temporary, of even beneficial. With
the potential harm of divorce to children thus discounted, the interests and desires
of the spouses themselves could be the determining consideration. Given this per-
spective, rising divorce could be seen benignly as indicating that more and more
spouses were getting out of unhappy marriages and trying again, without creat-
ing long-term social costs and damage to their children. Indeed, if they succeeded
in finding a more satisfactory mate, the result of a higher divorce rate could be
interpreted as promoting greater marital happiness, with individuals no longer
“stuck” in unsatisfying or even violent marriages. Children would presumably
benefit as well by being raised by a parent and stepparent who are happily
(re)married.

This “conventional wisdom” regarding the benign nature of divorce has been
upset by more recent research that challenges its basic assumptions, and this new
research has led to a revival of support for the view that divorce often harms chil-
dren. Some of this research emphasizes shifts in popular behavior that weaken the
claim that divorce causes only temporary problems. For example, the remarriage
rate has fallen in recent years, so that one can no longer so readily assume that most
children of divorce will end up living with two parents again after an interlude.
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However, the most sweeping challenge to the “divorce as benign” view comes
from careful research that shows that children who are living with only one par-
ent (whether through divorce or through the parent not marrying in the first place)
do more poorly in a wide range of outcomes (e.g., high school grades, graduation
rates, college enrollment, employment, teenage pregnancy) than children who
live with both parents, even when income, race, and other influences are taken
into account. Furthermore, this new research indicates that a stepparent is not an
acceptable substitute for an absent parent. Children who live with a parent and
stepparent do not fare much better than children who live with a single parent.!
Children in single-parent homes with moderate and even high incomes do not
fare as well as children at the same economic levels who live with both parents.
Exactly what social and psychological mechanisms translate single parenthood
into multiple deficits for children are not entirely clear in this new research, but
it has led to new alarm about the social costs of high divorce rates (as well as high
rates of birth out of wedlock).?

Taken together, these recent trends have produced a situation in which the ap-
parent leveling off of America’s high divorce rate has produced not complacency
but heightened concern. If large proportions of children are spending a significant
part of their formative years in what used to be called “broken homes 7 and if the
best evidence available now indicates that this experience is not benign but is
often harmful to them and their future lives, shouldn’t we try to do something
about it? And if so, what sorts of things should we do? The chapters in this vol-
ume are dedicated to exploring a variety of things that might help produce a more
supportive environment for American marriages and reduce the harm to children
if the parents do divorce."
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