


Other Books of Related Interest

OPPOSING VIEWPOINTS SERIES

Adoption
American Values

Child Abuse
Child Welfare

Poverty
Teenage Pregnancy

Welfare

CURRENT CONTROVERSIES SERIES

Child Abuse
Family Violence

Gay Rights
Issues in Adoption

Marriage and Divorce
Teen Pregnancy and Parenting

AT ISSUE SERIES

Gay Marriage
Home Schooling

Single Parent Families



San Diego • Detroit • New York • San Francisco • Cleveland 
New Haven, Conn. • Watervil le, Maine • London • Munich

Auriana Ojeda, Book Editor

Daniel Leone, President

Bonnie Szumski, Publisher

Scott Barbour, Managing Editor

Helen Cothran, Senior Editor



© 2003 by Greenhaven Press. Greenhaven Press is an imprint of The Gale Group, Inc.,
a division of Thomson Learning, Inc.

Greenhaven® and Thomson Learning™ are trademarks used herein under license.

For more information, contact
Greenhaven Press
27500 Drake Rd.
Farmington Hills, MI 48331-3535
Or you can visit our Internet site at http://www.gale.com

ALL RIGHTS RESERVED.
No part of this work covered by the copyright hereon may be reproduced or used in any form
or by any means—graphic, electronic, or mechanical, including photocopying, recording,
taping, Web distribution or information storage retrieval systems—without the written
permission of the publisher.

Every effort has been made to trace the owners of copyrighted material.

Cover credit: © EyeWire

The family / Auriana Ojeda, book editor.
p. cm. — (Opposing viewpoints series)

Includes bibliographical references and index.
ISBN 0-7377-1228-7 (lib. : alk. paper) — ISBN 0-7377-1227-9 (pbk. : alk. paper)

1. Family—United States. 2. Adoption—United States. 3. Family
services—United States. I. Ojeda, Auriana, 1977– . II. Opposing viewpoints series
(Unnumbered)
HQ536 .F33814 2003
306.85'0973—dc21 2002034726

Printed in the United States of America

LIBRARY OF CONGRESS CATALOGING-IN-PUBLICATION DATA



“Congress shall make 
no law. . . abridging the
freedom of speech, or of 
the press.”

First Amendment to the U.S. Constitution

The basic foundation of our democracy is the First
Amendment guarantee of freedom of expression. 
The Opposing Viewpoints Series is dedicated to the
concept of this basic freedom and the idea that it is
more important to practice it than to enshrine it.
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Why Consider 
Opposing Viewpoints?
“The only way in which a human being can make some
approach to knowing the whole of a subject is by hearing
what can be said about it by persons of every variety of
opinion and studying all modes in which it can be looked
at by every character of mind. No wise man ever
acquired his wisdom in any mode but this.”

John Stuart Mill

In our media-intensive culture it is not difficult to find dif-
fering opinions. Thousands of newspapers and magazines
and dozens of radio and television talk shows resound with
differing points of view. The difficulty lies in deciding which
opinion to agree with and which “experts” seem the most
credible. The more inundated we become with differing
opinions and claims, the more essential it is to hone critical
reading and thinking skills to evaluate these ideas. Opposing
Viewpoints books address this problem directly by present-
ing stimulating debates that can be used to enhance and
teach these skills. The varied opinions contained in each
book examine many different aspects of a single issue. While
examining these conveniently edited opposing views, readers
can develop critical thinking skills such as the ability to
compare and contrast authors’ credibility, facts, argumenta-
tion styles, use of persuasive techniques, and other stylistic
tools. In short, the Opposing Viewpoints Series is an ideal
way to attain the higher-level thinking and reading skills so
essential in a culture of diverse and contradictory opinions.

In addition to providing a tool for critical thinking, Op-
posing Viewpoints books challenge readers to question their
own strongly held opinions and assumptions. Most people
form their opinions on the basis of upbringing, peer pres-
sure, and personal, cultural, or professional bias. By reading
carefully balanced opposing views, readers must directly
confront new ideas as well as the opinions of those with
whom they disagree. This is not to simplistically argue that
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everyone who reads opposing views will—or should—
change his or her opinion. Instead, the series enhances read-
ers’ understanding of their own views by encouraging con-
frontation with opposing ideas. Careful examination of oth-
ers’ views can lead to the readers’ understanding of the
logical inconsistencies in their own opinions, perspective on
why they hold an opinion, and the consideration of the pos-
sibility that their opinion requires further evaluation.

Evaluating Other Opinions
To ensure that this type of examination occurs, Opposing
Viewpoints books present all types of opinions. Prominent
spokespeople on different sides of each issue as well as well-
known professionals from many disciplines challenge the
reader. An additional goal of the series is to provide a forum
for other, less known, or even unpopular viewpoints. The
opinion of an ordinary person who has had to make the de-
cision to cut off life support from a terminally ill relative, for
example, may be just as valuable and provide just as much in-
sight as a medical ethicist’s professional opinion. The editors
have two additional purposes in including these less known
views. One, the editors encourage readers to respect others’
opinions—even when not enhanced by professional credibil-
ity. It is only by reading or listening to and objectively eval-
uating others’ ideas that one can determine whether they are
worthy of consideration. Two, the inclusion of such view-
points encourages the important critical thinking skill of ob-
jectively evaluating an author’s credentials and bias. This
evaluation will illuminate an author’s reasons for taking a
particular stance on an issue and will aid in readers’ evalua-
tion of the author’s ideas.

It is our hope that these books will give readers a deeper
understanding of the issues debated and an appreciation of
the complexity of even seemingly simple issues when good
and honest people disagree. This awareness is particularly
important in a democratic society such as ours in which
people enter into public debate to determine the common
good. Those with whom one disagrees should not be re-
garded as enemies but rather as people whose views deserve
careful examination and may shed light on one’s own.
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Thomas Jefferson once said that “difference of opinion
leads to inquiry, and inquiry to truth.” Jefferson, a broadly
educated man, argued that “if a nation expects to be ignorant
and free . . . it expects what never was and never will be.” As
individuals and as a nation, it is imperative that we consider
the opinions of others and examine them with skill and dis-
cernment. The Opposing Viewpoints Series is intended to
help readers achieve this goal.

David L. Bender and Bruno Leone, 
Founders

Greenhaven Press anthologies primarily consist of previ-
ously published material taken from a variety of sources, in-
cluding periodicals, books, scholarly journals, newspapers,
government documents, and position papers from private
and public organizations. These original sources are often
edited for length and to ensure their accessibility for a young
adult audience. The anthology editors also change the orig-
inal titles of these works in order to clearly present the main
thesis of each viewpoint and to explicitly indicate the opin-
ion presented in the viewpoint. These alterations are made
in consideration of both the reading and comprehension lev-
els of a young adult audience. Every effort is made to ensure
that Greenhaven Press accurately reflects the original intent
of the authors included in this anthology.
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Introduction
“Romantic love is a kind of spiritual breath each of us was
raised on, hopes for, dreams of, and expects in our lives.
Those of us who have it can scarcely imagine life without
it, as if we’d suffocate for lack of oxygen.”

—E.J. Graff

When asked why they got married, most people say that
they fell in love. American society associates marriage with
romantic love and lifelong companionship. For most of his-
tory, however, marriage was a contractual arrangement that
had more to do with practicality than love. Marriage was the
primary institution through which the rich exchanged prop-
erty and the poor found their main work partner. However,
in the nineteenth century, marriage changed dramatically
from a practical arrangement to a satisfying personal rela-
tionship. The primary reason for this shift was that the In-
dustrial Revolution enabled people to earn a living that was
independent of their parents’ or spouse’s wealth. This free-
dom allowed people to choose husbands or wives based on
factors other than wealth, such as attraction, affection, and
compatibility. As stated by E.J. Graff in What Is Marriage
For?, “Precisely because we can each make our own living,
with or without our families of origin, with or without a
spouse, we have vastly more choice in matters of the heart.”

Prior to the eighteenth century, marriage was strictly a fi-
nancial arrangement. The deal usually began with the
youths’ parents setting the size of the dowry and bride price.
A dowry is a marriage gift from the bride’s family to the
groom’s family, and the bride price is a gift from the groom’s
family to the bride’s family. In most marriages, neither the
bride nor the groom, particularly of the upper class, had
much say in their parents’ (or more specifically, their fa-
ther’s) choice of spouse. Kings might marry their daughters
to foreign royalty and unite their kingdoms, nobles could
marry their sons to nearby landowners and combine their
lands, or destitute earls might regain their fortunes by mar-
rying wealthy merchants’ daughters. As stated by Graff,
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“Your marriage choice was not simply your own. Your fam-
ily and friends were your board of directors, experienced
people with a direct stake in guiding you to a successfully
concluded merger.”

People of the lower classes exchanged dowries and bride
prices too, but they often had to earn their own instead of
relying on inherited wealth. Large fortunes, tracts of land, or
titles were not at stake, so, by earning their own dowry,
working class individuals had more, though not sole, choice
of whom they married. Marriage among the lower classes
was still regarded as a practical arrangement or contract,
however, and people married individuals who could help
them earn a living. For example, a farmer’s wife was re-
garded as his business partner, and she contributed as much
to the family’s upkeep as he did. According to historian Ol-
wen Hufton, “The farmer’s wife generally tended livestock,
particularly chickens and pigs. . . , grew vegetables, did dairy
work, kept bees, preserved and pickled, helped prepare
goods for sale and perhaps took them to market, [and] lent a
hand at harvest and during haymaking.” A lower class indi-
vidual’s total life income depended upon marriage, so it was
practical to marry an able business partner who brought a
substantial dowry or bride price to the marriage.

Social systems that centered on arranged marriages,
dowries, and bride prices emphasized duty and obedience,
and people had limited individual choice. Nearly everyone
lived under the control of a master. A patriarchal family was
a microcosm of the larger community and even larger king-
dom. Children were subject to their parents just as peasants
were subject to nobles and nobles were subject to royalty.
Children were taught the value of obedience and duty and
were even seen as their parents’ property. As stated by histo-
rian Lawrence Stone, “Children are so much the goods, the
possessions of their parents that they cannot, without a kind
of theft, give themselves away without the allowance of those
that have the right [to] them.”

Choice was also limited because youths’ daily lives dif-
fered little, if at all, from their parents’ daily lives. Children
typically took up the family business, married someone from
their community, and rarely left their hometown. Children



typically performed the same chores, ate the same food, and
wore the same kinds of clothes as their parents. Adolescents’
day-to-day lives were nearly identical to their parents’, so it
made sense to adopt their parents’ traditions and methods
for survival. Moreover, their parents often had survived
famines, disease, or wars, so they knew how to overcome ad-
versity. As stated by Graff, “For most people in most places,
daily survival was achieved by obedience. . .: do as I did and
you’ll be more likely to live and thrive.”

Around the eighteenth century, this system began to
change, partly because the Industrial Revolution transformed
society from an agriculture-based economy to a trade-based
economy. New industries—textiles, mining, steam power,
electrical power, transportation, and communication—sprang
up all over the Western hemisphere. These industries pow-
ered a simultaneous growth in cities, as people flocked to ur-
ban areas in search of work. At the end of the seventeenth
century, nearly 80 percent of people had lived in rural areas
and earned their living from agriculture. By the end of the
nineteenth century, nearly one-half of Europe’s population
resided in cities and made their living through trade.

The Industrial Revolution fostered a trade economy that
helped free youths from their parents’ control because it
provided life options that had never been available before.
For the first time, most people earned their own wealth and
were not dependent upon their families to earn a living.
They traveled to new towns, learned new trades, and, in the
process, developed means of survival that deviated from
those of their parents’. With these novel experiences, young
people were devising new life philosophies that encouraged
the pursuit of an independent, personally fulfilling lifestyle.
As stated by Graff, “Children were slipping free from their
parents’ control—as more and more of us were becoming
free to earn and therefore to travel, love, marry, and eventu-
ally think.”

By 1850, the preindustrial system of marriage as a finan-
cial arrangement was nearly extinct in the West. In its place,
the ideal of romantic love had triumphed. Of course, ro-
mantic love had existed before the nineteenth century, and
some people may even have felt love for their spouses. How-
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ever, the goal of marriage, prior to the nineteenth century,
was not love but livelihood. After 1850, love became the
guiding principle in choosing a spouse, and a loveless mar-
riage was regarded with sadness and pity. People who mar-
ried for reasons other than love were seen as mercenary and
shallow. This romantic concept of marriage, with love as its
essence and foundation, is what most contemporary Ameri-
cans yearn for.

Social changes during the Industrial Revolution freed
people to earn their own living, and in doing so, gave them
the freedom to make their own decisions about marriage.
Americans enjoy more individual wealth today than at any
other time in history, and, in consequence, most Americans
are free to enter into marriages of their choice that ideally ful-
fill their need for romantic love. The Family: Opposing View-
points examines marriage and other issues related to the Amer-
ican family in the following chapters: What Is the State of the
Family? Is Conventional Marriage Necessary for Healthy
Families? Does Adoption Benefit Families? How Can Fami-
lies Best Be Supported? Examination of these issues provides
readers with a broad understanding of the state of the Amer-
ican family today. To be sure, most Americans would agree
that despite the many pressures threatening the marriage in-
stitution today, marriages based on genuine love have the
greatest chance of success.



What Is the State of
the Family? 

CHAPTER1



Chapter Preface
According to Peter Drucker, in his book Post-Capitalist Soci-
ety, “Every few hundred years in western history . . . we cross
a divide. Within a few short decades, society rearranges it-
self—its world view, its basic values, its social and political
structures, its key institutions. Fifty years later, there is a new
world. And the people born then cannot even imagine the
world in which their grandparents lived and to which their
own parents were born.”

Changes in family structure over the last fifty years clearly
demonstrate this world in transition. For example, the first-
time marriage rate is at an all-time low, and over half of all
first marriages are preceded by cohabitation (living with a
romantic partner without being married). Indeed, since
1960, the number of cohabiting couples increased by nearly
1,000 percent. Moreover, the divorce rate has increased
nearly sixfold since the 1960s. The percentage of children
living with married biological parents fell from 73 percent in
1972 to 51.7 percent in 1998.

These figures reflect a decrease in traditional families—a
married couple including a working father and a stay-at-home
mother—and a rise in nontraditional families. Nontraditional
families include single parent families, blended or step fami-
lies, adopted or foster parent families, grandparent families,
and same-sex parent families. In 1961, 38 percent of house-
holds consisted of married couples with children; in 1998, that
figure fell to 26 percent. As stated by author Helen Wilkin-
son, “Diversity is king. . . . The umbilical cord between par-
enthood and marriage has been cut and, partly as a conse-
quence, the nuclear family no longer defines the culture.”

Wilkinson and others argue that society should accept
and support nontraditional forms of family. They contend
that the decline of the traditional family heralds the rebirth
of new and dynamic family structures. Wilkinson states,
“Periods of gestation are never easy, and no birth comes
without labor pains. But as a society we are now faced with
a clear choice. We can make the birth of tomorrow’s family
easier, less painful, even a source of delight. But to do that,
we have to embrace changes and let go of the past. We have
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to broaden our horizons beyond the nuclear family and
strive to see families as they really are. . . . We must learn to
think in the future tense for the sake of the children.”

There is a significant difference between the structure of
most families fifty years ago and the structure of most fami-
lies today. Understandably, such changes can produce stresses
and strains in a society and give rise to controversy. The au-
thors in the following chapter discuss the state of the Ameri-
can family and debate whether the many changes that have
occurred have been beneficial.

18
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“All too often a center of dysfunction, 
[the family] has become one with the
heartless world that surrounds it.”

Traditional Families Are
Declining
Barbara LeBey

In the following viewpoint, Barbara LeBey argues that the
pursuit of personal satisfaction that originated in the 1960s
had many positive outcomes but also led to four factors that
fractured the traditional family: the sexual revolution,
women’s liberation, divorce, and increased mobility. LeBey
maintains that the sexual revolution and the women’s libera-
tion movement freed women to pursue education and career
goals, but in doing so the movements changed traditional
notions of motherhood and family that put children first.
Moreover, marriage changed from a necessity to a choice,
and attitudes toward divorce became more lenient. Finally,
technological innovations in transportation and telecommu-
nications, and corporate relocation, scattered family mem-
bers across the world. LeBey is the author of Family Es-
trangements: How They Begin, How to Mend Them, How to
Cope with Them.

As you read, consider the following questions:
1. According to the author, how did women benefit from

increased career and job opportunities?
2. What does the author cite as the primary reason for

Americans relocating?
3. What are three trends that result from disconnected

nuclear families, according to the author?

Barbara LeBey, “American Families Are Drifting Apart,” USA Today, Vol. 130,
September 2001, pp. 20–22. Copyright © 2001 by Society for the Advancement
of Education. Reproduced with permission.

1VIEWPOINT



A variety of reasons—from petty grievances to deep-
seated prejudices, misunderstandings to all-out con-

flicts, jealousies, sibling rivalry, inheritance feuds, family
business disputes, and homosexual outings—are cause for
families to grow apart. Family estrangements are becoming
more numerous, more intense, and more hurtful. When I
speak to groups on the subject, I always ask: Who has or had
an estrangement or knows someone who does? Almost every
hand in the room goes up. Sisters aren’t speaking to each
other since one of them took the silver when Mom died.
Two brothers rarely visit because their wives don’t like each
other. A son alienates himself from his family when he mar-
ries a woman who wants to believe that he sprung from the
earth. Because Mom is the travel agent for guilt trips, her
daughter avoids contact with her. A family banishes a daugh-
ter for marrying outside her race or religion. A son eradi-
cates a divorced father when he reveals his homosexuality.
And so it goes.

The Family Is Changing
The nation is facing a rapidly changing family relationship
landscape. Every assumption made about the family struc-
ture has been challenged, from the outer boundaries of
single mothers raising out-of-wedlock children to gay cou-
ples having or adopting children to grandparents raising
their grandchildren. If the so-called traditional family is hav-
ing trouble maintaining harmony, imagine what problems
can and do arise in less-conventional situations. Fault lines
in Americans’ family structure were widening throughout
the last 40 years of the 20th century. The cracks became ev-
ident in the mid 1970s when the divorce rate doubled. Ac-
cording to a 1999 Rutgers University study, divorce has risen
30% since 1970; the marriage rate has fallen faster; and just
38% of Americans consider themselves happy in their mar-
ried state, a drop from 53% 25 years ago. Today, 51% of all
marriages end in divorce.

How Americans managed to alter their concept of mar-
riage and family so profoundly during those four decades is
the subject of much scholarly investigation and academic de-
bate. In a May 2000, New York Times Magazine article titled
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“The Pursuit of Autonomy,” the writer maintains that “the
family is no longer a haven; all too often a center of dys-
function, it has become one with the heartless world that
surrounds it.” Unlike the past, the job that fits you in your
20s is not the job or career you’ll likely have in your 40s.
This is now true of marriage as well—the spouse you had in
your 20s may not be the one you will have after you’ve gone
through your midlife crisis.

In the 1960s, four main societal changes occurred that have
had an enormous impact on the traditional family structure.
The sexual revolution, women’s liberation movement, states’
relaxation of divorce laws, and mobility of American families
have converged to foster family alienation, exacerbate old
family rifts, and create new ones. It must be emphasized,
however, that many of these changes had positive outcomes.
The nation experienced a strengthened social conscience,
women’s rights, constraints on going to war, and a growing
tolerance for diversity, but society also paid a price.

The 1960s perpetuated the notion that we are first and
foremost entitled to happiness and fulfillment. It’s positively
unAmerican not to seek it! This idea goes back to that early
period of our history when Thomas Jefferson dropped the
final term from British philosopher John Locke’s definition
of human rights—“life, liberty, and . . . property”—and re-
placed it with what would become the slogan of our new na-
tion: “the pursuit of happiness.” In the words of author Gail
Sheehy, the 1960s generation “expressed their collective
personality as idealistic, narcissistic, anti-establishment,
hairy, horny and preferably high.”

Any relationship that was failing to deliver happiness was
being tossed out like an empty beer can, including spousal
ones. For at least 20 years, the pharmaceutical industry has
learned how to cash in on the American obsession with feeling
good by hyping mood drugs to rewire the brain circuitry for
happiness through the elimination of sadness and depression.

Young people fled from the confines of family, whose
members were frantic, worrying about exactly where their
adult children were and what they were doing. There were
probably more estrangements between parents and adult
children during the 1960s and early 1970s than ever before.
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Women’s Liberation
In the wake of the civil rights movement and President Lyn-
don Johnson’s Great Society came the women’s liberation
movement, and what a flashy role it played in changing per-
ceptions about the family structure. Women who graduated
from college in the late 1960s and early 1970s were living in
a time when they could establish and assert their indepen-
dent identities. In Atlanta, Emory Law School’s 1968 gradu-
ating class had six women in it, the largest number ever to
that point, and all six were in the top 10%, including the
number-one graduate. In that same period, many all-male
colleges opened their doors to women for the first time. No
one could doubt the message singer Helen Reddy pro-
claimed: “I am woman, hear me roar.” For all the self-
indulgence of the “hippie” generation, there was an intense
awakening in young people of a recognition that civil rights
must mean equal rights for everyone in our society, and that
has to include women.

Full equality was the battle cry of every minority, a status
that women claimed despite their majority position. As they
had once marched for the right to vote, women began
marching for sexual equality and the same broad range of ca-
reer and job opportunities that were always available to men.
Financial independence gave women the freedom to walk
away from unhappy marriages. This was a dramatic depar-
ture from the puritanical sense of duty that had been woven
into the American fabric since the birth of this nation.

For all the good that came out of this movement, though,
it also changed forever traditional notions of marriage,
motherhood, and family unity, as well as that overwhelming
sense of children first. Even in the most conservative young
families, wives were letting their husbands know that they
were going back to work or back to school. Many women
had to return to work either because there was a need for
two incomes to maintain a moderate standard of living or
because they were divorced and forced to support their off-
spring on their own. “Don’t ask, don’t tell” day-care centers
proliferated where overworked, undertrained staff, and two-
income yuppie parents, ignored the children’s emotional
needs—all in the name of equality and to enable women to
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reclaim their identities. Some might say these were the par-
ents who ran away from home.

Many states began to approve legislation that allowed no-
fault divorce, eliminating the need to lay blame on spouses or
stage adulterous scenes in sleazy motels to provide evidence
for states that demanded such evidence for divorces. The le-
gal system established procedures for easily dissolving mar-
riages, dividing property, and sharing responsibility for the
children. There were even do-it-yourself divorce manuals on
bookstore shelves. Marriage had become a choice rather than
a necessity, a one-dimensional status sustained almost exclu-
sively by emotional satisfaction and not worth maintaining in
its absence. Attitudes about divorce were becoming more le-
nient, so much so that the nation finally elected its first di-
vorced president in 1980—Ronald Reagan. . . .

Family Mobility
The fourth change, and certainly one of the most pivotal,
was the increased mobility of families that occurred during
those four decades. Family members were no longer living
in close proximity to one another. The organization man
moved to wherever he could advance more quickly up the
corporate ladder. College graduates took the best job offer,
even if it was 3,000 miles away from where they grew up and
where their family still lived.

Some were getting out of small towns for new vistas, new
adventures, and new job opportunities. Others were fleeing
the overcrowded dirty cities in search of cleaner air, a more
reasonable cost of living, and retirement communities in
snow-free, warmer, more scenic locations. Moving from
company to company had begun, reaching what is now a
crescendo of job-hopping. Many young people chose to
marry someone who lived in a different location, so family
ties were geographically severed for indeterminate periods
of time, sometimes forever.

According to Lynn H. Dennis’ Corporate Relocation Takes Its
Toll on Society, during the 10 years from 1989 to 1999, more
than 5,000,000 families were relocated one or more times by
their employers. In addition to employer-directed moves, one
out of five Americans relocated at least once, not for exciting
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adventure, but for economic advancement and/or a safer
place to raise children. From March 1996, to March 1997,
42,000,000 Americans, or 16% of the population, packed up
and moved from where they were living to another location.
That is a striking statistic. Six million of these people moved
from one region of the country to another, and young adults
aged 20 to 29 were the most mobile, making up 32% of the
moves during that year. This disbursement of nuclear families
throughout the country disconnected them from parents,
brothers, sisters, grandparents, aunts, uncles, and cousins—
the extended family and all its adhesive qualities.

The Modern Family Is Here to Stay
Overall, the shift from traditional to modern family struc-
tures and values is likely to continue. This is especially true
of the shift to dual-earner couples and egalitarian gender
roles, although the impetus towards single-parent families is
less certain. The divorce rate has stabilized, albeit at a high
level, and non-marital births have stopped rising and may be
falling. These factors will tend to curb the continued growth
of single-parent families, although they are unlikely to lead
to their decline.
Few areas of society have changed as much as the family has
over the last generation. Collectively the alterations mark
the replacement of traditional family types and family values
with the emerging, modern family types and a new set of
family values.
As [philosopher] Meng-tzu has noted, “The root of the state
is the family,” and the ongoing transplantation of the family
has uprooted society in general. Some changes have been
good, others bad, and still others both good and bad. But
given the breadth and depth of changes in family life, the
changes both for the better and the worse have been disrup-
tive. Society has had to readjust to continually evolving
structures and new attitudes. It is through this process of
structural and value change and adaptation to these changes
that the modern, 21st century family is emerging.
Tom Smith, The Public Perspective, January/February 2001.

Today, with cell phones, computers, faxes, and the Inter-
net, the office can be anywhere, including in the home.
Therefore, we can live anywhere we want to. If that is the
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case, why aren’t more people choosing to live in the cities or
towns where they grew up? There’s no definitive answer. Ex-
cept for the praise heaped on “family values,” staying close
to family no longer plays a meaningful role in choosing
where we reside. . . .

The Extended Family Is Vital
Our culture tends to focus on the individual, or, at most, on
the nuclear family, downplaying the benefits of extended
families, though their role is vital in shaping our lives. The
notion of “moving on” whenever problems arise has been a
time-honored American concept. Too many people would
rather cast aside some family member than iron out the sit-
uation and keep the relationship alive. If we don’t get along
with our father or if our mother doesn’t like our choice of
mate or our way of life, we just move away and see the fam-
ily once or twice a year. After we’re married, with children
in school, and with both parents working, visits become even
more difficult. If the family visits are that infrequent, why
bother at all? Some children grow up barely knowing any of
their relatives. Contact ceases; rifts don’t resolve; and divi-
siveness often germinates into a full-blown estrangement.

In an odd sort of way, the more financially independent
people become, the more families scatter and grow apart.
It’s not a cause, but it is a facilitator. Tolerance levels de-
crease as financial means increase. Just think how much
more we tolerate from our families when they are providing
financial support. Look at the divorced wife who depends
on her family for money to supplement alimony and child
support, the student whose parents are paying all college ex-
penses, or the brother who borrows family money to save
his business.

Recently, a well-known actress being interviewed in a
popular magazine was asked, if there was one thing she could
change in her family, what would it be? Her answer was sim-
ple: “That we could all live in the same city.” She understood
the importance of being near loved ones and how, even in a
harmonious family, geographical distance often leads to
emotional disconnectedness. When relatives are regularly in
each other’s company, they will usually make a greater effort
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to get along. Even when there is dissension among family
members, they are more likely to work it out, either on their
own or because another relative has intervened to calm the
troubled waters. When rifts occur, relatives often need a real
jolt to perform an act of forgiveness. Forgiving a family
member can be the hardest thing to do, probably because
the emotional bonds are so much deeper and usually go all
the way back to childhood. Could it be that blood is a thicker
medium in which to hold a grudge?

Keep It Together
With today’s families scattered all over the country, the ma-
triarch or patriarch of the extended family is far less able to
keep his or her kin united, caring, and supportive of one an-
other. In these disconnected nuclear families, certain
trends—workaholism, alcoholism, depression, severe stress,
isolation, escapism, and a push toward continuous super-
vised activity for children—are routinely observed. What
happened to that family day of rest and togetherness? We
should mourn its absence.

For the widely dispersed baby boomers with more finan-
cial means than any prior generation, commitment, inti-
macy, and family togetherness have never been high on
their list of priorities. How many times have you heard of
family members trying to maintain a relationship with a rel-
ative via e-mail and answering machines? One young man
now sends his Mother’s Day greeting by leaving a message
for his mom on his answering machine. When she calls to
scold him for forgetting to call her, she’ll get a few sweet
words wishing her a happy Mother’s Day and his apology
for being too busy to call or send a card! His sister can ex-
pect the same kind of greeting for her birthday, but only if
she bothers to call to find out why her brother hadn’t con-
tacted her.

Right now, and probably for the foreseeable future, we
will be searching for answers to the burgeoning problems we
unwittingly created by these societal changes, but don’t be
unduly pessimistic. Those who have studied and understood
the American psyche are far more optimistic. The 19th-
century French historian and philosopher Alexis de Tocque-
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ville once said of Americans, “No natural boundary seems to
be set to the effort of Americans, and in their eyes what is
not yet done, is only what they have not yet attempted to
do.” Some day, I hope this mindset will apply not to politi-
cal rhetoric on family values, but to bringing families back
together again.
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“After more than three decades of relentless
advance, the family structure revolution in
the U.S. may be over.”

The Decline of Traditional
Families May Be Over
David Blankenhorn

In the following viewpoint, David Blankenhorn argues that
statistics suggesting that the traditional family is declining
are inaccurate. He contends that the number of traditional
families in America declined to an all-time low in 1997, but
claims that the number has since stabilized. Blankenhorn
maintains that these figures suggest an end to the family
structure revolution, which heralds a positive change for
American families and society. Blankenhorn is the founder
and president of the Institute for American Values, an orga-
nization dedicated to promoting marriage and family.

As you read, consider the following questions:
1. Why does the author blame the confusion over family

statistics on the Census Bureau?
2. According to Blankenhorn, what was the primary basis

for the “decline stories” in May 2001?
3. What causes does the author attribute to the shift in

family decline?

David Blankenhorn, “The Reappearing Nuclear Family,” First Things, January
2002, pp. 20–23. Copyright © 2002 by Institute on Religion and Public Life.
Reproduced with permission.
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As if it didn’t have enough to fret about, the two-parent
American family got taken for quite a ride in 2001.

First, in April the Census Bureau dramatically reported that
the “nuclear family” was “rebounding.” The page-one story
in USA Today announced: “The traditional nuclear family—a
married mom and dad living with their biological chil-
dren—is making a comeback, according to a Census report
released today. The proportion of the nation’s children liv-
ing with both biological parents jumped from 51 percent in
1991 to 56 percent . . . in 1996.” On ABC World News
Tonight, Peter Jennings declared: “The Census Bureau said
today that the number of children who live with both their
parents increased during the 1990s.” Scores of news organi-
zations around the country reported the same happy story.

But in May, the story reversed itself. Journalists across the
country began to report that “nuclear families” now consti-
tute less than 25 percent of all U.S. households. An editorial
in the New York Post announced that “the American nuclear
family” was now “up there with the Pacific salmon as an en-
dangered species.” A Newsweek cover story on unmarried
mothers (“the new faces of America’s family album”) ex-
plained at length how the “traditional family” was “fading
fast.” Dr. James Dobson, the radio personality and president
of Focus on the Family, an influential Christian pro-family
organization, said that the “alarming” Census Bureau figures
revealed “just how dire the situation has become,” as “the
family is unraveling at a faster pace than ever.” The New York
Times took a sunnier view. Following up on its page-one news
story (“Number of Nuclear Families Drops as 1-Parent Fam-
ilies Rise”), the Times editorial board urged its readers not to
worry about the decline, since “the nuclear family is not the
only kind of family or even the only healthy kind of family.”

Well, now. Is it possible for the nuclear family to be si-
multaneously “making a comeback” and “fading fast”? Of
course not. So which is true? Amazingly enough, the answer
is neither. What is actually happening to U.S. family struc-
ture is quite different from the news conveyed by either cy-
cle of stories.

While the Census Bureau has been quick to blame the
media for the confusion, the fault lies primarily with the Bu-
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reau. For mysterious reasons, the Census Bureau chose in
the fine print of its April 2001 report to define a “traditional
nuclear family” as a household consisting of two biological
parents, their minor children, and no one else. That is, a
household that includes grandparents is not “traditional.” A
household that includes boarders, or a foster child, is not
“traditional.” Moreover, during the 1990s, for reasons that
have almost nothing to do with the core issue—which is how
many U.S. children are growing up in households with two
married parents—three-generation and large or complex
households with children declined slightly as a proportion of
all households with children.

That little curio of a demographic fact—that tangent of a
tangent—was the entire basis of the Census Bureau’s April
“rebound” report. No evidence presented in that report jus-
tifies the assertion that the proportion of children living with
both biological parents rose during the early- and mid-1990s.
And to add injury to insult, the obscurantist definition of
“traditional” means that the Census Bureau, while allegedly
describing a nuclear family “rebound,” actually underre-
ported the proportion of U.S. children living with two mar-
ried parents. The Census Bureau report puts the figure at 56
percent for 1996. But my own research, subsequently con-
firmed by other researchers and the Census Bureau itself,
shows that the actual figure for 1996 is 64 percent.

As for May 2001’s precipitous drop in optimism, it can be
traced to further manipulation of definitions on the part of
journalists with no helpful guidance and arguably even some
complicity from the Census Bureau. This time, using a data
table released in mid-May with much fanfare by the Census
Bureau, journalism chose to measure married-couple-with-
children families not as a proportion of all families (two or
more persons living together related by blood, marriage, or
adoption), but instead as a proportion of all households.
Grandma living on her own is a household. College room-
mates sharing an apartment are a household. The number of
non-family households in the U.S. has been growing steadily
for many decades for multiple reasons (including longer life
spans and greater affluence), most of which have little to do
with the state of marriage and child rearing. Indeed, marrieds-
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with-children were a distinct minority of all U.S. households
even in the 1950s. That’s why most scholars agree that the
best way to measure the prevalence of a family phenomenon
such as marriage is to place it in the context of family house-
holds; throwing in non-family households is like mixing ap-
ples and oranges. This piece of confusion was the primary
basis for the “decline” stories that received so much atten-
tion in May 2001.

Getting the Facts
Families consisting of a married couple with children under
age 18 have not been in a majority since 1967. While the
proportion of such families has declined dramatically in the
intervening years, the rate of decline has recently been level-
ing off, according to Census Bureau officials.
• Married couples with minor children accounted for 35.7

percent of families in 1997—down from 50.1 percent in
1967 and 36.3 percent in 1993.

• As a proportion of all households, married-couple house-
holds with children declined from 40 percent to 26 percent
between 1970 and 1990.

• The percentage of single-parent families in the U.S. dou-
bled between 1970 and 1990—from 6 percent to 12 per-
cent of all families and from 11 percent to 24 percent of all
households.

• From 1990 to 1997, the percentage of single-parent fami-
lies edged up by less than 2 points.

The divorce rate per 1,000 people was 4.1 in 1995—down
from 4.7 in 1990 and 5.0 in 1985.
National Center for Policy Analysis, May 1998.

This episode is a distressing example of irresponsibility by
a public agency charged with collecting and reporting data
on how we live. Even at this late date, it is impossible for
scholars to get accurate trend-line data from the Census Bu-
reau on the proportion of U.S. children living with their two
biological married parents. In June 2001, nine senior family
scholars, led by Norval Glenn of the University of Texas and
Linda Waite of the University of Chicago, wrote a public let-
ter to the Census Bureau asking it to disentangle the defini-
tions and report this basic information. The Census Bureau
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politely declined. For the time being, at least, accurate infor-
mation about this trend will have to come from elsewhere.

Independent Data
Which brings us to the truly good news. A series of recent
reports from independent scholars, plus largely unpublished
data from the 2000 Census, all suggest that the trend of fam-
ily fragmentation that many analysts had assumed to be un-
stoppable suddenly stopped in its tracks around 1996.

What we are seeing is not (at least not yet) a “rebound.”
But it’s certainly not a “decline.” To be conservative, let’s
call it a cessation, a significant pause. But let’s say it more
optimistically: after more than three decades of relentless
advance, the family structure revolution in the U.S. may be
over.

Here are the basic numbers. The proportion of all U.S.
families with children under age eighteen that are headed by
married couples reached an all-time low in the mid 1990s—
about 72.9 percent in 1996 and 72.4 percent in 1997—but
has since stabilized. The figure for 2000 is 73 percent. Sim-
ilarly, the proportion of all U.S. children living in two-
parent homes reached an all-time low in the mid-1990s, but
since then has stabilized as well. In fact, the proportion of
children in two-parent homes increased slightly from 68
percent in 1999 to 69.1 percent in 2000.

Looking only at white, non-Hispanic children, a study by
Allan Dupree and Wendell Primus finds that the proportion
of these children living with two married parents stopped its
downward descent during the late 1990s, and even increased
modestly from 1999 to 2000, rising from 77.3 to 78.2 per-
cent. Another study from the Urban Institute finds that,
among all U.S. children, the proportion living with their two
biological or adoptive parents increased by 1.2 percent from
1997 to 1999, while during the same period the proportion
living in stepfamilies (or blended families) decreased by 0.1
percentage points and the proportion living in single-parent
homes decreased by two percentage points. (The study finds
that in 1999 about 64 percent of all U.S. children lived with
their two biological or adoptive parents, while about 25 per-
cent lived with one parent and about 8 percent lived in a step
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or blended family.) Among low-income children, the decline
in the proportion living in single-parent homes was even
more pronounced, dropping from 44 percent in 1997 to 41
percent in 1999.

And, perhaps most encouraging, from 1995 to 2000 the
proportion of African-American children living in two-
parent, married-couple homes rose from 34.8 to 38.9 per-
cent, a significant increase in just five years, representing the
clear cessation and even reversal of the long-term shift to-
ward black family fragmentation.

Reading Between the Lines
What has caused this shift? No one knows for sure, but we
can make some plausible guesses. The roaring economy
probably had little or nothing to do with it, since all previ-
ous economic booms since 1970 have coincided with grow-
ing family fragmentation, not reintegration. On the other
hand, federal and state welfare reforms dating from the mid-
1990s, which dramatically restructured and in some in-
stances eliminated what had previously been guaranteed
economic supports for unmarried mothers, have almost cer-
tainly played a role. As the above-cited data suggest, post-
1995 family structure changes have been most dramatic
among low-income families.

More generally, on the core social question of whether
family fragmentation is a bad thing or a not-so-bad thing, a
steady shift in popular and (especially) elite opinion took
place over the course of the 1990s. Denial and happy talk
about the consequences of nuclear family decline became
decidedly less widespread; concern and even alarm became
much more common. As a society we changed our minds,
and as a result we changed some of our laws. And now, it
seems, we are beginning to change some of our personal be-
havior. This is very encouraging news.

It is now clear that those who have long and loudly in-
sisted that nothing can be done to stop the trend of family
fragmentation are wrong. Remember all their cliches? We
have to be realistic, they opined. The “family diversity”
trend is irreversible. We can’t put the toothpaste back in the
tube. We shouldn’t fall into the “nostalgia trap.” We can’t go
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back to “Ozzie and Harriet.” Well, the next time someone
tells you that, just smile and show him the new numbers.
Positive change in U.S. family structure is not only desirable
and possible. It is already occurring. Today our main chal-
lenge is no longer to reverse a trend toward disintegration,
but to intensify the nascent trend toward reintegration.
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“How and when can it be right for mothers
and fathers to cause brutal pain to their
children?”

Divorce Harms Children
Maggie Gallagher

In the following viewpoint, Maggie Gallagher challenges E.
Mavis Hetherington’s book For Better or Worse: Divorce Re-
considered, which contends that most children of divorced
parents do not suffer devastating consequences later in life.
Gallagher argues that Hetherington trivializes many of the
severe effects of divorce on children, such as poor relation-
ships with their fathers, engaging in premature sex, and
teenage pregnancy. According to Gallagher, divorce inflicts
intense pain on children, and parents should find a less dam-
aging path to personal fulfillment. Gallagher is an affiliate
scholar at the Institute for American Values in New York.

As you read, consider the following questions:
1. According to the author, what are the different reasons

men and women give for divorcing?
2. What factor later improved divorced people’s lives, as

stated by Gallagher?
3. What does the author contend is the potential danger

raised by Hetherington’s research?

Maggie Gallagher, “Third Thoughts on Divorce,” National Review, Vol. 54,
March 25, 2002, p. 50. Copyright © 2002 by National Review. Reproduced with
permission.
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E.Mavis Hetherington is one of the nation’s most re-
spected research psychologists. Her book For Better or

Worse: Divorce Reconsidered, (with writer John Kelly) has been
marketed as a rebuttal to divorce critics, who—she be-
lieves—have overestimated the negative effects of divorce
and downplayed its benefits.

All the headlines have gone to Hetherington’s bottom
line: The majority of children of divorce, she reassures wor-
ried parents, are functioning in the normal range 20 years
later: “Most were successfully going about the chief tasks of
young adulthood: establishing careers, creating intimate re-
lationships, building meaningful lives.”

But E. Mavis Hetherington is too good a scholar to have
20 years of research summed up in sound bites. This book is
a report for lay readers on three different—and impor-
tant—long-running studies designed to assess the effects of
divorce. The studies ultimately involved 1,400 families; in
other words, when it comes to the case against the case
against divorce, this is as good as it gets. How good is that?

Adults and Divorce
Adults, first. Men and women divorced for different reasons,
says Hetherington. Women complained about lack of inti-
macy and affection; men complained about lack of sex and
overly critical wives. Infidelity, abuse, and alcoholism were
present, but in a minority of divorces.

Adults choose to divorce, then, not mostly to escape from
violent hellholes, but because they are lonely, bored, de-
pressed, dissatisfied. How often does divorce deliver on its
seductive promise of a better life? Hetherington’s sample
consists mostly of white, middle-class, and relatively well-
educated men and women. Yet even among this advantaged
group, the answer is: Surprisingly seldom.

Hetherington judges that 20 years after a divorce, only
about 20 percent of divorced individuals (most of them
women) were Enhancers, whose lives were improved by the
divorce. Another 10 percent became what Hetherington calls
Competent Loners—whether divorce improved their lives is
not clear. For about 40 percent, divorce was a tumult that
made no difference: “Different partners, different marriages,
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but usually the same problems.” The remaining 30 percent
were in various stages of just plain miserable: Hetherington
uses words like “desperately unhappy,” “empty, pointless,”
“clinically depressed,” “joyless,” and “embittered” to de-
scribe how they felt about their lives.

Casual sex had a particularly negative effect on divorced
women, notes Hetherington. The seven suicides she ob-
served were all women and all triggered (she tells us) by ca-
sual sex. Men got bored with casual sex, too, but it took them
two years, on average. (The ennui of meaningless sex even-
tually drove many a man to remarriage, but never to suicide.)

How good, then, is divorce for adults? Hetherington’s work
is peppered with data that are far from reassuring. Sentences
like this, for example: “Behaviors like Peeping Tomism and
harassing birds [girls] are worrisome, but they are also fairly
normal in the first year after a divorce, as are erratic mood
swings, vulnerability to psychological disorders and physical
illness, and doubts about the decision to leave.” Those who
have entered the wacky world where Peeping Toms and bird
assaults [assaults on girls] are fairly normal will no doubt be re-
lieved to know there is a light at the end of the tunnel; the rest
of us may be forgiven for thinking that jumping down that
particular black hole sounds even less fun than one imagined.

Back to the Altar
What about the divorced people who were better off in the
long run—what made the difference for them? The answer,
ironically, is marriage. Hetherington found that “people in
long-lasting, gratifying first and second marriages were bet-
ter off economically, and had the lowest rates of depression,
substance abuse, conduct disorders, health complaints, and
visits to the doctor”—along with a more satisfying sex life.

Hetherington’s study thus confirms the research of others
on the critical importance of a good-enough marriage to
adult well-being. But something about contemporary mores
is seriously undermining the road to a good marriage. Only
one-third of the grown children Hetherington studied (from
intact and disrupted families) who were in the first seven
years of marriage were very happily married, compared to
over half of their parents at that stage; 38 percent reported
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facing a serious marital problem, compared to 20 percent of
their parents at the same juncture. A good marriage is as im-
portant as it ever was, but apparently younger Americans are
finding it harder and harder to achieve.

Children and Divorce
That’s the upshot of Hetherington’s study insofar as it con-
cerns adults. But what about the kids? Should parents con-
templating divorce relax?

Caz. © 1996 by The Spectator. Reprinted with permission.

On this issue, the results reported in For Better or for Worse
are consistent with a large and growing social-science litera-
ture: Even among advantaged, middle-class white children,
divorce doubles the risk that 20 years later the grown chil-
dren will experience serious social, emotional, and/or psy-
chological dysfunction. “Twenty-five percent of youths from
divorced families in comparison to 10 percent from non-
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divorced families did have serious social, emotional, or psy-
chological problems.” Money didn’t matter: Even when
family incomes were similar, children from disrupted homes
had more long-term dysfunction.

Three-quarters of children of divorce do function nor-
mally; does that mean the glass is only one-quarter empty? It
is important to recognize the limitations inherent in the def-
inition of damage Hetherington uses. Many children who are
functioning in the normal range psychologically may be suf-
fering in other ways. A child who does not go to a good col-
lege because her parents divorced is functioning in the nor-
mal range, for example. The 35 percent of girls in remarried
homes who started menstruating before age 12 (compared to
18 percent of girls from intact homes) are certainly function-
ing normally. The increased risk of premature sex, sexually
transmitted diseases, and teen pregnancy in children of di-
vorce is mentioned by Hetherington, but only in passing.

Children of divorce in this study also had roughly double
the divorce rate of children from low-conflict intact families,
and a higher divorce risk even than children raised in un-
happy marriages. Why? A lower commitment to marital
permanence and fewer relationship skills, says Hethering-
ton. Seventy percent of children of divorce who married had
relatively permissive views of divorce, compared to 40 per-
cent of spouses from intact families. Their best chance of
marital success was to marry a child from an intact family.

One of the most consistent effects of divorce, even in
white middle-class kids, was estrangement from the father.
Very few of the highly educated and successful divorced men
figured out how to be effective fathers outside of marriage.
Twenty years later, about two-thirds of boys and three-
quarters of girls had poor relationships with their fathers—
compared to 30 percent of children from intact marriages.

Permanent Damage
The most poignant moment in the book is when Hether-
ington admits that “at the end of my study, a fair number of
my adult children of divorce described themselves as perma-
nently ‘scarred.’ But objective assessments of these ‘victims’
told a different story.” What counts as damage has to be on
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Professor Hetherington’s checklist of dysfunctions defined
by answers to multiple-choice questionnaires. The advan-
tage, of course, is that these kinds of assessments are less
likely to be influenced by the investigator’s bias; but the
equally obvious disadvantage is an enormous loss of sensitiv-
ity. When children of divorce try to tell Hetherington their
own stories of more subtle, lingering emotional difficulties,
she dismisses these as “self-fulfilling prophecy.” If you have
a job and a girlfriend, but you do not have your dad, does
that count as damage? Not in Hetherington’s book: You are
functioning in the normal range, end of story.

Why would a top scholar such as Hetherington, whose
own work recapitulates and confirms a growing consensus
on the potential long-term negative effects of divorce,
choose to minimize these effects in presenting her research
to the public? Partly it is because she has a genuine admira-
tion and respect for the personal growth divorce sometimes
prompts, especially in women: Divorce winners do exist,
most of them women who rise to meet and beat the consid-
erable challenges divorce poses for mothers. Partly it is be-
cause Hetherington has defined down the damage caused by
divorce, so that it includes only those consequences that can
be categorized as social-science pathologies.

Certainly children of divorce need to know they are not
damaged goods; human beings can rise above their circum-
stances. And certainly men and women who are already di-
vorced need good advice on how to minimize the damage
and maximize their opportunities. But the potential danger
stemming from Hetherington’s well-meaning message of
encouragement is what it may convey to parents: Go ahead
and divorce, your kids will do fine.

For concerned parents contemplating divorce, the news
that 20 years later one-fourth of kids are seriously dysfunc-
tional surely cannot be treated as good news. In no other con-
text would responsible parents say, “Gee, only a one out of
four chance I will permanently damage my child? Go for it!”

Parental Selfishness
But by framing the data in these terms, Hetherington raises
an even deeper question: How much pain are parents en-
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titled to inflict on their children, simply because their chil-
dren may rise above it and avoid long-term psychological
dysfunction? Like scholar Judith Wallerstein before her,
Hetherington finds that even when divorce does not result
in long-term damage, it is “usually brutally painful . . . To
the boys and girls in my research divorce seemed cataclysmic
and inexplicable. How could a child feel safe in a world
where adults had suddenly become untrustworthy?”

One of Hetherington’s success stories is a woman named
Bethany. As an adult, she is doing extremely well, thanks to
her mother’s heroic parenting. I certainly do not blame her
mother for choosing divorce—her husband’s repeated infi-
delities were one proximate cause. And yet this is what di-
vorce meant for Bethany: “The previously placid Bethany
also would fly into rages, hitting and biting her mother,
whom she blamed for the separation. In her distress, she be-
gan to wet the bed again, had night terrors, and would wake
crying or crawl into bed with [her mother] three or four
times a night. Bethany later said, ‘I had to keep checking to
see if Mom was there. If Dad could leave, why couldn’t she?’”

The larger questions raised by these emotional realities of
divorce are not, ultimately, scholarly ones. How and when
can it be right for mothers and fathers to cause brutal pain
to their children? If the human spirit is indeed resilient, can’t
enterprising adults perhaps find some other path to personal
growth? How much are our ideas about the relative harm-
lessness of divorce undermining our ability to build the last-
ing love we crave?
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“Conf lict, rather than separation itself, is
bad for children.”

Divorce Need Not Harm
Children
Suzanne Moore

According to Suzanne Moore, children suffer more from
conflict within the home than from divorce. She argues that
most of the problems that observers associate with divorce in
reality stem from the poverty experienced by many single
mothers and their children. She concludes that in order to
protect children, society must effectively address poverty, and
couples must learn to divorce in a way that minimizes con-
flict. Moore is a contributor to the Independent, a London-
based newspaper.

As you read, consider the following questions:
1. According to Moore, what is the liberal view of divorce?
2. What does the author consider a “good” divorce?
3. What do parents hope to create with step-families, as

stated by the author?

Suzanne Moore, “When Divorce Is Best For Children: We Need to Learn How
to Make Up Families as Well as How to Tear Them Apart,” Independent, June 25,
1998. Copyright © 1998 by The Financial Times Limited. Reproduced with
permission.
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Everyone knows what is bad for children these days. Ar-
tificial additives, Teletubby overload and, of course, di-

vorce. The children of divorcing parents will be aggressive,
withdrawn and anxious. They may suffer low self-esteem,
wet the bed, take drugs and many years later end up repro-
ducing such misery by failing to sustain long-term relation-
ships. Fathers lose contact with children, mothers become
poorer, and boys especially suffer.

Sifting Through Statistics
If all of this, or indeed any of it, is true, then we need to
worry, as already one in five children experiences the sepa-
ration of their parents. To judge by recent rates of divorce,
four in ten new marriages will not be till death us do part.
Are we therefore producing generations of socially dis-
tressed misfits who pay the price for their parents’ selfish-
ness? It all depends on where you stand—both personally
and politically. Those with direct experience of divorce un-
derstand that this is an immensely fraught and complex issue
with no easy answers. Those with a political axe to grind cite
various surveys to show that divorce inevitably damages chil-
dren. In a right-wing scenario, divorce is the product of a
quest for individual gratification at the expense of the well-
being of children. It is part of modern society’s inability to
compromise personal happiness for the sake of the social
good. I have always rather liked social commentator
Auberon Waugh’s comment that the children of divorced
parents should be put to death, as it seems the logical con-
clusion of much Conservative huffing and puffing. Those
who want to find fuel for this argument need only read au-
thor Hanif Kureishi’s recent novella, Intimacy. Here they can
find almost a parody of a self-obsessed and immature man
who leaves his partner and children because he really is an
existentialist, and really has a younger girlfriend.

The “liberal” view on divorce, which obviously I share,
though divorce is not a personal favourite of mine, is one I
would categorise as pro-choice. Divorce is a fact of life and
clearly related to female economic independence. People get
out of marriages in greater numbers than ever before because
they can afford to. I do not see how couples who loathe each

43



other can be persuaded to stay together for the sake of the
children although, of course, I know of arrangements in
which this supposedly works. One of my best friends was
brought up by parents who never spoke to each other di-
rectly. I would not describe her as the best adjusted of people.
In fact some of the maddest characters I have ever encoun-
tered were once the very children that their parents stayed
together “for the sake of ”.

Over the years, though, everyone has latched on to cer-
tain pieces of research to shore up their own feelings about
divorce. A new study produced by the Joseph Rowntree
Foundation serves a useful purpose in reviewing 200 studies
from the last three decades. Some of them contradict each
other, some have no control groups or are based on tiny
samples, some are inconclusive. Overwhelmingly, however, I
would suggest that they tell us what we already know. First,
it’s impossible to isolate the one factor in a child’s life that
serves as a sole cause of disadvantage. Do the children of di-
vorce suffer more because they are likely to be living with
their mothers on less money and in poorer housing, or be-
cause they are emotionally traumatised by their parents’ sep-
aration? Where the report is useful, is in dispelling certain
myths about divorce. It does not appear to be true, for in-
stance, that boys are more severely affected and therefore
more inclined to be delinquent than girls; it’s just that in the
general population boys are more inclined to be delinquent
than girls. When children do appear to suffer it is more to
do with material deprivation than with divorce. The Rown-
tree report finds, when it compares educational attainment
of the children of “intact families” to the children of di-
vorced families, that there is no real difference when socio-
economic factors have been taken into account. In the words
of the report, there is “no simple or direct relationship be-
tween parental separation and children’s adjustment”.

The Problems Point to Poverty
The glaring subtext of this study is that what is bad for chil-
dren is not divorce but poverty. I think it is important that
we understand this. Instead of having government increas-
ingly trying to regulate our private lives and various moral-
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ists trying to turn the clock back, we need to realise that the
impoverishment of women and children has to be addressed
if we really do care about the future of our children.

Hickerson. © 1998 by Los Angeles Times Syndicate. Reprinted with permission.

We more or less know already what a “good” divorce is.
Those who view divorce as a process rather than a single
event are more likely to be able to support their children.
Conflict, rather than separation itself, is bad for children.
Parental death does not carry the same risks for children as
divorce. Most children wish that their parents could stay to-
gether but if they can’t, they want to maintain contact with
both parents. The quality of that contact is as important as
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the quantity. Younger children tend to fare better than older
ones, but those who fare best are those who are told what is
going on. The development of non-adversarial techniques
for parents is extremely important if divorcing couples are
not to end up divorcing their children.

It is also easier for children today in that they are less stig-
matised by their parent’s separation. When I fell over at
school my PE teacher was so shocked that I had a different
surname to my mother’s, as she had remarried, that instead
of taking me to hospital she quizzed me about what it was
like to come from a “broken home”. Was it painful? Yes, I
eventually screamed, for I was less concerned about my bro-
ken home than my broken wrist.

Step-Family Scars
What this study inadvertently highlights is not just the effect
of divorce but the reality of Nineties Britain, where increas-
ing numbers of children live in step-families. Adults may
create step-families in the hope that they will simply repli-
cate and replace nuclear families. This is not the case, and
step-families may not always be good for children. Indeed,
many studies find that children are likely to do better in
lone-parent families than they are in step-families. In-
evitably, as serial monogamy takes over, the step-family will
be increasingly common. In the US, which has a lower di-
vorce rate than Britain’s, it is estimated that one third of all
children will be stepchildren.

It is this, I suggest, that we should concentrate on when we
look seriously at the consequences of divorce. The restruc-
turing of families, as well as their breakdown, can be damag-
ing. Though this may be the way we live now, there is still lit-
tle acknowledgement of the real diversity of family life.

Pundits and politicians still talk of the undermining of
family life and marriage as though family life meant exactly
the same thing to everyone. Yet who are these people who
split up and reconstitute themselves, if not families? We
need to learn how to make up families as well as how to tear
them apart, for divorce is no longer the final curtain, just the
end of the first act.
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“Working moms are at the very center of a
variety of cultural ills.”

Working Mothers Are Harming
the Family
Richard Lowry

According to Richard Lowry, most women would like to stay
home and care for their children, but society pressures them
into believing that a career is more important than family.
He argues that society should support women who choose to
raise their children full time instead of women who abandon
their children to day care providers. Lowry is an editor at the
National Review, a conservative national magazine.

As you read, consider the following questions:
1. Why does the author think career moms need to be

“coddled”?
2. According to Lowry, where does career mothers’ guilt

come from?
3. What does Francis Fukuyama associate with women’s

liberation and family breakdown?

Richard Lowry, “Nasty, Brutish, and Short,” National Review, Vol. 53, May 28,
2001, pp. 36–42. Copyright © 2001 by National Review. Reproduced with
permission.
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Contemporary culture values sensitivity and softness, the
“nice” virtues, above almost all else: except, we have

now learned, when it comes to one particular segment of the
population. These are preschoolers who spend more than
thirty hours a week in day care. They, it turns out, can pos-
sess all the fierceness of Scottish rebel William Wallace, and
most of the nation’s cultural pooh-bahs will pronounce
themselves well pleased. The new appreciation of aggres-
siveness comes in response to the now-infamous national
study finding that long stretches away from a mother’s care
tend to make toddlers more aggressive and defiant.

This study, by the National Institute of Child Health and
Human Development (NICHD), reports that kids in non-
maternal care tend to be associated with qualities such as
“gets in lots of fights,” “cruelty,” “explosive behavior,” “talk-
ing too much,” “argues a lot,” and “demands a lot of atten-
tion.” Time magazine, reflecting the line taken by many lib-
eral commentators, responded this way: “Should we even be
worried at all? The researchers noted that almost all the ‘ag-
gressive’ toddlers were well within the range of normal be-
havior for four-year-olds. And what about that adjective,
anyway? Is a vice not sometimes a form of virtue? Cruelty
never is, but arguing back? Is that being defiant—or spunky
and independent? Demanding attentions could be a natural
and healthy skill to develop if you are in a room with 16
other kids.” And getting in fights? Explosive behavior?

This line is in keeping with a tendency in academia and the
media to find a way to pronounce anything associated with
day care—up to and including infectious illness—a good
thing, so as to shield working mothers from any bad news. Ca-
reer moms need such coddling for a reason. Mothers who
choose to work full-time jobs and routinely leave their young
children with others for much of the day are not normal:
They are a historical aberration; they represent a minority
preference among women; and they run exactly counter to the
standard of motherhood that should be encouraged by society.
No wonder elite culture treats them as hothouse flowers, who
must hear nary a discouraging word. But the fact is that work-
ing moms are at the very center of a variety of cultural ills.
Maybe a little stigma is exactly what they deserve. . . .
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Where Does Guilt Come From?
Work has, in post-feminist America, become central to the
identity of women (and child-rearing doesn’t count). Work
is an act of historical redemption for all those centuries of
oppression and sexism, so that sounding at all skeptical
about it is to be identified with those former forces of dark-
ness. When negative day care studies appear, there’s a palpa-
ble worry, not that the children are endangered, but that
women’s careers are. Time.com ran a piece dismissing the
NICHD study “in an effort to keep half of America’s work-
force from running screaming from their offices.” Author
Susan Chira captured the work-as-redemption sentiment
perfectly in her A Mother’s Place: Choosing Work and Family
Without Guilt or Blame, as she described the release that
came with leaving her newborn at home: “When I returned
to work [full time], I left behind a gnawing sense of oppres-
sion, boredom, and guilt that had cast a pall over my mater-
nity leave” (her maternity leave had been six months long;
she took an 18-month leave to write her book).

As the subtitle of Chira’s book suggests, avoiding guilt and
bad feelings is an obsession for working moms. But where
does this guilt come from? Is there one television show, for
example, that portrays working mothers in anything but a
heroic light? No, this guilt must be something working moth-
ers conjure themselves, some tickle in the back of their brains
saying that they shouldn’t be abandoning their children for
much of the day. (For a snapshot of the sheer physical alien-
ation that leaving a young child at home entails, consider this
passage from Brian Robertson’s There’s No Place Like Work:
“Almost three hundred American employers, including Aetna,
Eastman Kodak, Cigna, and Home Depot, now offer ‘lacta-
tion support rooms’ where female employees can take regular
breaks to attach electric pumps to their breasts in order to col-
lect the milk in bottles for their infants in day care. Some
companies, aside from the ‘pumping rooms,’ have ‘lactation
consultants’ to help mothers solve breast-feeding problems.”)

The media are wary of reporting negative day care results
partly out of a fear of offending working mothers, but partly
also out of tribal loyalty: Many of the reporters are them-
selves working moms (including Chira, who reported on day
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care for the New York Times while experiencing its joys). This
produces reliably biased reporting. David Murray of the Sta-
tistical Assessment Service has written about a characteristic
episode. A study in the New England Journal of Medicine
found that kids who attended day care in their first six
months were less likely to have asthma at age 13. The the-
ory was that by being exposed to so many germs and infec-
tions so early, the kids developed resistance. The Boston
Globe, the New York Times, and the Washington Post trum-
peted the study. The New England Journal editorialized: “For
those of us who share the furtive guilt of having left
marginally ill toddlers at day care, these findings . . . offer a
sense of relief.” . . .

A Downward Spiral
Day care is the focus of much of the debate over working
mothers, but the issue runs much deeper. The mass entry of
women into the workforce has acted to dissolve the family in
general. Once a woman is earning a salary comparable to a
man’s, marriage becomes economically less important while
the opportunity cost of having children goes up (bearing a
child will mean lost wages). Bottom line: As Francis
Fukuyama points out in The Great Disruption, “substantial
empirical evidence links higher female earnings to both di-
vorce and extramarital childbearing.” Just the specter of di-
vorce creates a kind of intra-marital arms race. The wife
works to hedge against getting abandoned, but her very act
of working, research shows, makes it more likely that the
marriage will fail—a dismaying downward spiral.

The old economic regime in which men worked and
many women didn’t was partly an informal bargain, but also
the product of frank sex discrimination. One doesn’t have to
denigrate the new freedoms won for women when this
regime collapsed to acknowledge that there was a dear cost
to its passing. Francis Fukuyama connects women’s libera-
tion and the attendant family breakdown with the broader
social disruption—higher rates of crime, illegitimacy, and
distrust of institutions—that has affected the developed
world over the last thirty years. The exception was Japan.
What made it different? In part, it was a longstanding law
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passed in the 1940s that forbade women from working more
than six hours of overtime a week, effectively barring women
from participation in the most productive, overtime-
dependent portion of the Japanese economy. It wasn’t until
1986 that the law was lifted for white-collar workers, and not
until 1997 (!) for blue-collar workers.

At Home and Loving It
All the books and studies in the world aren’t strong enough
to affect the reality and the joy of mothering. The mothers I
know who “just” stay home are using all their education, pa-
tience, humor, love and insight to mother their children. . . .
Sure, they’d like more respect, sure they’d probably like to
afford more help with kids and housework or get more help
from their husbands, but at the end of the day they feel good
that they don’t have to ask someone else how their child’s day
went. They understand what’s going on in their children’s
lives and know that all too soon the little ones will go to
school and be away from them most of the time (unless they
are so fed up with the experts that they homeschool!). They
know they can never get the early years back.
There is really no “just” in staying at home: it’s a challenge,
and it’s more worthwhile than a thousand other jobs I could
think of. To end with author George Gilder: “Only a specific
woman can bear a specific child, and her tie to it is personal
and infrangible. When she raises the child she imparts in pri-
vacy her own individual values. She can create children who
transcend consensus and prefigure the future: children of
private singularity rather than ‘child development policy.’”
Amen.
Maria McFadden, Human Life Review, Spring 1998.

Returning to a regime that discourages women’s work as a
matter of law is, of course, out of the question. But at the very
least young women shouldn’t be constantly told that they
should want what they don’t. Indeed, vestigial motherly urges
have proved an insuperable obstacle to the full achievement
of the feminist project. Ann Crittenden in her new book The
Price of Motherhood details how women have voted with their
feet to abandon the most ambitious goals of the feminists, af-
ter discovering that the most prestigious, high-pressure ca-
reers are simply incompatible with motherhood.
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Crittenden reports that the representation of women in
the top positions in law, accounting, science—you name it—
has barely budged, because women tend to duck out of the la-
bor force to have kids. Even in labor unions, which march in
lockstep with the feminists, “less than 10 percent of top local
officers are women, who are less likely to be married than
their male counterparts.” According to Crittenden, “The
women without children have been twice as successful in
achieving a career as the women with children.” Nor have
men begun to embrace the brave new role of housecleaners
and nursemaids that feminists have outlined for them. Even
when the wife earns more than half the family income, even
when the husband is unemployed, he will typically pick up no
more than 30 percent of housework and child-care duties.

What the feminist project is bumping up against, funda-
mentally, is the differing desires of the sexes. The survey
data have told the story again and again: Most women value
their children more than their careers, and would prefer to
create a life for themselves that reflects this preference. As
Brian Robertson points out, “Americans now assert, by a
margin of two to one, that they would prefer to be a part of
a one-earner couple rather than a two-earner couple.” Ac-
cording to a nonpartisan Public Agenda survey in 2000,
roughly 80 percent of parents with children five and younger
say a stay-at-home parent is best able to give children the
“affection and attention they need.” Roughly 70 percent of
today’s young mothers call day care centers the “option of
last resort.” The day care revolution, it seems, is hardly rid-
ing a wave of popular support.

How Inevitable?
Feminists counter such data with the argument that working
mothers are economically inevitable. As Ann Hulbert has
written in the New Republic, “the two-paycheck family, as even
its detractors increasingly admit, is largely the product of eco-
nomic necessity.” Yes, wages for men stagnated for a period
beginning in the mid 1970s. Yes, single mothers have to work.
But day care isn’t primarily for single moms. According to the
Heritage Foundation’s Robert Rector, “Nearly 80 percent of
the preschool children using any form of day care come from
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married-couple families with two income earners.” And
women married to men up and down the income scale avail
themselves of day care—it’s not necessarily an economics-
driven choice. It is odd indeed that so many mothers are sup-
posedly forced into the workforce when American society is
so much richer than in the 1950s, an “affluent society” that
would seem hopelessly penurious today. . . .

Any measure to make it easier for women to stay at home
would imply that there is something valuable in a mother’s
caring for her own child. It might, in other words, reflect
poorly on those professional moms who really do have a
choice whether to work or not—and this is one of our cul-
ture’s most sacred taboos. As feminist Katha Pollitt recently
wrote, “The truth is, the day care debate has always been
about college-educated working moms.” So it has. And it is
to their whims, to their career ambitions and their uneasy
consciences, that federal policy and the culture have been
bent. Indeed, in this light, the saccharine worry about “the
children” in American culture and politics seems a guilty
overcompensation. We are willing to do anything “for the
children” except suggest that their mothers should stay with
them; we are committed to “leaving no child behind” unless
it is by his mother hustling off to make her career.

Yes, a mother staying at home must make painful sacrifices,
sacrifices that most men will never know. But isn’t that more
reason to celebrate this choice rather than shun it, to make it
easier rather than harder? When it comes to the American
family, the policy, the stigma—everything tilts the wrong way.
Why shouldn’t working moms feel guilty, especially if they
share a shred of the sentiment expressed by their boosters like
Susan Chira? “It is a parent’s responsibility to curb children’s
natural fantasy that they are the center of the universe,” she
writes in her book. “A mother who never says, ‘No, I can’t, be-
cause this is my time now,’ is a mother who convinces children
she lives only for them.” Funny. Not too long ago that was
what a mother’s love was supposed to be all about.
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“Working mothers have become the norm.”

Working Mothers Are
Benefiting the Family
Reed Karaim

In the following viewpoint, Reed Karaim argues that work-
ing mothers teach their children to be independent, curious,
and ambitious. He maintains that children of working moth-
ers do not suffer from less parental attention than children
whose mothers stay home. Rather, children whose mothers
work learn the value of personal fulfillment and goal-setting.
Karaim is the author of the novel If Men Were Angels.

As you read, consider the following questions:
1. According to the author, why was the transformation to

parenthood more difficult for his female friends than his
male friends?

2. How do working mothers counter popular culture, as
stated by the author?

3. According to Karaim, how do most children of working
mothers feel about their mothers’ choice?

Reed Karaim, “The Joys of Having a Mom With a Job,” Washington Post, July 30,
2000, p. B02. Copyright © 2000 by Washington Post. Reproduced with permission.
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Like many ambitious baby boomers in Washington, most
of my friends married in their thirties and didn’t get

around to having children until that decade was ending or
over. They went from being successful two-career couples,
happily scaling the ladder of professional achievement to-
gether, chatting about work over dinner in Georgetown at
10 P.M., to that sudden, startling state known as parenthood.

More Difficult for Women
The transformation was shocking all around (diapers, not
dinner, at 10; Gymboree, not the gym, on weekends) but the
most difficult adjustment inevitably was for my female
friends. Successful editors, publicists, political consultants,
women whose confidence and accomplishment had seemed
unwavering, were suddenly uncertain about their futures.

How devoted could they or should they remain to work?
Were they hurting their children—socially, academically—
by pursuing a career? In some cases, soaring professional
trajectories were abandoned, part-time arrangements found,
accommodations made—out of desire, yes, but also out of
fear or guilt.

I understood better when my wife and I had our own
daughter, a little later than most of our friends, and began
pondering day care. “Of course, it’s best if they can stay home
with their mother,” we heard too many times, as if parental
roles had been perfected in the 1950s.

It wasn’t as if people were rude enough to suggest this was
what we should do. Most were too sensitive, or aware that
we needed my wife’s income. Rather, it was as if there were
an implicit understanding that a mother and child, at home,
together, was the ideal situation and all else was, at best, an
accommodation, a compromise.

As the grown son of a mother who worked his whole
childhood, I’ve always been offended by this attitude. Now,
as the husband of a working mom, I feel more than ever
that it’s misguided and damaging. Watching my own wife
struggle with her sense that she might be cheating our
daughter, watching friends exhaust themselves trying to do
it all, I think it’s time we both recognize that working
mothers have become the norm and celebrate all that they
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can actually bring to their children’s lives.
According to Department of Labor statistics from 1999,

72 percent of all women with children under age 18 work.
Even most moms with infants work: 61 percent of all moth-
ers with children under the age of 3. This isn’t going to
change. We are several years into an economic boom of his-
toric proportions; if ever there was a time working mothers
were going to retire from the job force, this would be it. Yet
the percentage of working mothers continued to climb
throughout the ’90s. The Beaver’s mom has left a casserole
in the refrigerator and gone off to work. She’ll try to be
home by 6.

What is her family getting in return? For starters, quite
often the answer is the groceries and a roof over their heads.
The money working mothers make is tremendously impor-
tant to their families. Two-parent families where the mother
works have an average annual income of $63,751, $26,000
more a year than households where only the father works. In
most of America, this extra income may not seem extrava-
gant, but it helps boost many families onto the verdant green
lawns of the middle class, with all the comforts, chances for
education and opportunity that provides to children.

Somehow this gets neglected in the various academic
studies that seek to determine whether the children of work-
ing mothers do worse than their peers, either socially or aca-
demically. The studies disagree. But there’s one thing we can
be sure of—the money matters.

Setting a Good Example
Something else that matters is the example we set our chil-
dren. And one important example is a willingness to work.
There’s no one who doesn’t need to learn this sooner or
later, and it’s a lesson taught best by example.

If a mother is lucky enough to have a job she enjoys (and,
while many of us like to complain about our work, the truth
is that most people do like their jobs, at least a little), she
provides her children a valuable window into some of the
fulfillment possible in adult life.

A working mother can teach the value of independence,
first through her own life, and second by expecting her chil-
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dren to take on more themselves. There is struggle in that, yes,
but handled right, there can be pride and accomplishment.

I know this will upset some parents, but I think the chil-
dren of working mothers can occasionally even enjoy a valu-
able sense of freedom. As a teenager, I remember visiting
friends whose mothers seemed way too wrapped up in their
high school lives. I found myself glad my own mother was
too busy to worry about whether I had a chance of being
elected prom king. (I didn’t.)

Problems with Staying Home
This generation has been raised to be financially self-reliant
and part of the working world. That’s why women put them-
selves emotionally at risk when they trade in their work iden-
tity for full-time motherhood. A mother who stays home for
five to ten years to raise her children may gradually feel off-
balance or depressed by the loss of her former “working”
self. Later, she may regret that unfulfilled potential and pro-
ject her need to achieve onto her child.
Many woman do decide to stay home to raise children, but
often that’s because our overdrive culture asks them to
choose between “cold careerist” or “devoted mother.” They
simply can’t think of how to have both work and family, es-
pecially if their husbands haven’t adjusted their work so they
can parent too.
Many other women, even successful ones, are unconsciously
so ambivalent about competing in the “masculine” world of
work, they use motherhood as an excuse to drop out. But
whatever the reason, if a woman does stay home, she should
be aware ahead of time that her marriage will not remain
equal if she has no income, nor will her future be secure
should she divorce. So full-time mothers should plan to re-
main financially self-reliant and maintain some access to
work rather than just drop out totally. If they carve out space
for their own pursuits, they will also be less resentful and en-
joy motherhood more.
Joan K. Peters, When Mothers Work: Loving Our Children Without Sacrific-
ing Ourselves, 1998.

A working mother, unless she happens to make her living
as a swimsuit model, stands as a counterweight to a popular
culture that still teaches us to value women more for how
they fill out a sweater than a resume. This is obviously im-
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portant to daughters, but often overlooked is how important
it is to sons.

I look at my own mother, who raised seven children while
working as a college teacher and librarian, and I think this is
one of the great favors she did me. I saw her in charge. I saw
her debating things with my father, also a teacher, as an
equal, personally, professionally and financially. I marched
off into adult life thinking this was the way things were, and
I and the succession of female bosses I’ve had all had our
lives made easier.

Encouraging Their Children’s Dreams
Finally, successful working mothers give their children one
of the best gifts any parent can, the example of a life lived to
its potential. Ambition and achievement are contagious, and
we all need role models to encourage our dreams.

This is not to say it’s easy, or to dismiss the understand-
able difficulty of leaving a child and going back to work, or
to suggest that our society couldn’t do more to support
working parents. Nor is it to say that mothers who stay
home with their children are limiting themselves; there can
be rewards and growth there aplenty. Nothing here is in-
tended to disparage women, or men for that matter, who
make that choice.

It is only to say that a working mother need not feel guilty.
The pseudo-Victorians and Eisenhower-era nostalgics who
wonder how this generation of children will grow up without
mom at home with them all day are so in love with a sepia-
toned still life that they’ve missed the bigger picture. As a
parent, it’s the whole life you bring to your child that matters.

Children understand this better than we think. A 1997 na-
tional survey by Massachusetts Mutual Life Insurance of 800
15- to 31-year-olds whose mothers worked found that 80
percent thought their mothers made the right choice. An
even higher percentage, 82 percent, thought their moms en-
joyed their jobs.

I knew my own mother did, and as a child it made me
happy. The world seemed full of greater possibility because
of it: Her interest in books was contagious; the way she en-
joyed her days at the library made me eager to get out into
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the larger world of ideas and people. Did I feel adequately
loved? Valued? Of course. But I also knew there were things
that mattered beside me, and that they involved work, but
they were worth it.

Someday my daughter will be paying attention when her
mother comes home after a good day of teaching creative
writing, something my wife loves, and will feel that same
contagious joy and sense of possibility. She will be a lucky
child. Because her mother works.
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Chapter Preface
Commenting on the changes that the institution of marriage
has undergone over the last century, legal scholar John
Witte observed, “The early Enlightenment ideals of mar-
riage as a permanent contractual union designed for the sake
of mutual love, procreation and protection is slowly giving
way to a new reality of marriage as a ‘terminal sexual con-
tract’ designed for the gratification of the individual parties.”

Certain grim statistics seem to support Witte’s statement:
About two and a half million Americans divorce each year,
and nearly 50 percent of marriages in the United States end
in divorce or separation within fifteen years. Moreover, the
incidence of divorce increased more than sixfold since the
early twentieth century. Many marriage supporters argue
that the women’s rights movement in the 1960s and 1970s
contributed to the decline of the marriage institution by
changing women’s focus from their families to themselves.

In 1963, Betty Friedan, in her controversial book The
Feminine Mystique, documented the emotional and intellec-
tual frustration many women were experiencing because so-
ciety expected them to become mothers and housewives.
Many women in America identified with the sentiments ex-
pressed in The Feminine Mystique, and the publication of the
book was one of many events that facilitated women’s quest
for educational, social, and workplace equality. In 1964,
Congress passed the Civil Rights Act, which prohibited dis-
crimination on the basis of sex, race, religion, or national
origin. In 1972, Title IX in the Education Codes gave
women equal access to higher education. These legislative
acts freed women to explore avenues of personal fulfillment
that were unknown to their mothers or grandmothers.

Whereas in the past, women were expected to embrace pre-
determined roles as homemakers and mothers, the women’s
rights movement allowed women to choose what they wished
to become. Perhaps more significantly, by working, women
gained hitherto unknown monetary independence and were
no longer financially dependent upon their husbands. Many
women chose to leave abusive or unsatisfying marriages, and
the divorce rate skyrocketed. These divorces created an abun-
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dance of single-parent homes, second marriages, and step-
parented families. Critics of the women’s movement contend
that many mothers began to focus on their personal satisfac-
tion at the expense of their children’s right to a stable, tradi-
tional family.

However, these critics fail to acknowledge that the
women’s movement benefited children enormously by pro-
viding them with mothers who could teach their children in-
dependence, determination, and ambition. Daughters can
now learn to be assertive and competitive, and sons can learn
to respect women as whole human beings equal to men.
Moreover, children who see their parents demand personal
satisfaction in their careers and marriages are more likely to
seek fulfillment in their own lives than children whose par-
ents were disappointed in life and lived unhappily. Indeed,
contrary to what John Witte believed, men and women to-
day are more likely to require personal contentment and will
therefore enter into marriages that reflect the Enlighten-
ment ideal of “mutual love, procreation and protection.”
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“Married men and women do better than
those who are unmarried.”

Marriage Leads to Healthier
Families
Linda J. Waite

The number of people who marry in their lifetime has de-
clined since 1950, and an increasing number of couples are
cohabiting—living together in a sexual relationship without
being married—before marriage or in lieu of marriage. In
the following article, Linda J. Waite contends that the de-
cline of marriage is a problem because marriage offers con-
siderable benefits to couples and their children. She argues
that married people enjoy better health, longer lives, more
satisfactory sex, higher wages, and greater wealth than un-
married people. Moreover, children of married people do
better in school and are less likely to be poor than children
of unmarried people. Waite concludes that society should
endorse public policies that support marriage. Waite is a so-
ciology professor and the co-author of The Case for Marriage:
Why Married People Are Healthier, Happier, and Better Off
Financially.

As you read, consider the following questions:
1. According to the author, how does marriage affect

problem drinking?
2. In what three ways does marriage lengthen life, as stated

by Waite?
3. Why does being married increase men’s wages,

according to the author?

Linda J. Waite, “The Importance of Marriage Is Being Overlooked,” USA Today,
January 1999, pp. 46–47. Copyright © 1999 by Society for the Advancement of
Education. Reproduced with permission.

1VIEWPOINT



Marriage seems to be less popular with Americans now
than in the past. Men and women are marrying for the

first time at much older ages than their parents did. They are
divorcing more and living together more often and for
longer periods. Perhaps most troubling, they are becoming
unmarried parents at record rates.

What are the implications, for individuals, of these in-
creases in nonmarriage? If marriage is thought of as an in-
surance policy—which the institution is, in some re-
spects—does it matter if more people are uninsured or are
insured with a term rather than a whole-life policy?

It does matter, because marriage typically provides im-
portant and substantial benefits, to individuals as well as so-
ciety. Marriage improves the health and longevity of men
and women; gives them access to a more active and satisfy-
ing sex life; increases wealth and assets; boosts children’s
chances for success; and enhances men’s performance at
work and their earnings.

A quick look at marriage patterns today compared to, say,
1950 illustrates the extent of recent changes. Figures from
the Census Bureau show that, at the height of the baby
boom, about one-third of adult whites were not married.
Some were waiting to marry for the first time; others were
divorced or widowed and not remarried. Nevertheless, most
Americans married at least once at some point in their lives,
generally in their early 20s.

In 1950, the proportion of black adults not married was
approximately equal to that among whites, but since that
time, marriage behavior of blacks and whites has diverged
dramatically. By 1993, 61% of black women and 58% of
black men were not married, compared to 38% of white men
and 41% of white women. In contrast to 1950, when slightly
over one black adult in three was not married, a majority of
black adults are unmarried today. Insofar as marriage “mat-
ters,” black men and women are much less likely than whites
to share in the benefits than they were even a generation ago.

The Rise in Cohabitation
The decline in marriage intimately is connected to the rise
in cohabitation—living with someone in a sexual relation-
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ship without being married. Although Americans are less
likely to be wed today than they were several decades ago, if
both marriage and cohabitation are counted, they are about
as likely to be “coupled.” If cohabitation provides the same
benefits to individuals marriage does, then is it necessary to
be concerned about this shift? Yes, because a valuable social
institution arguably is being replaced by one that demands
and offers less.

Perhaps the most disturbing change in marriage appears in
its relationship to parenthood. Today, a third of all births oc-
cur to women who are not married, with huge, but shrinking,
differences between blacks and whites in this behavior. One-
fifth of births to white mothers and two-thirds of births to
blacks currently take place outside marriage. Although about
a quarter of the white unmarried mothers are living with
someone when they give birth, so that their children are born
into two-parent—if unmarried—families, very few black
children born to unwed mothers live with their fathers, too.

These changes in marriage behavior are a cause for con-
cern because, on a number of important dimensions, mar-
ried men and women do better than those who are unmar-
ried. The evidence suggests that is because they are married.

Healthy Behaviors
Married people tend to lead healthier lives than otherwise
similar men and women who are not. For example, a 1997
national survey about problem drinking during the past year
compared the prevalence of this unhealthy behavior among
divorced, widowed, and married men and women. Problem
drinking was defined as drinking more than subjects planned
to, failing to do things they should have done because of
drinking, and/or drinking to the point of hurting their health.
Responses showed much lower rates of problem drinking for
married than for unmarried men and extremely low reports
of this condition for married or unmarried women. Excessive
drinking seems to be a particularly male pattern of social
pathology, one that females generally manage to avoid.

However, unmarried women report higher levels of other
unhealthy acts than married women, in particular “risk-taking
behavior.” Risk-taking reflects accidents around the house,
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while in the car, or on the job caused by carelessness; taking
chances by driving too fast or doing things that might endan-
ger others; and/or having serious arguments or fights at home
or outside the home. Males and females reveal similar levels of
risk-taking on national surveys, but married men and women
reflect much lower levels than those who are divorced. . . .

How does marriage affect healthy behaviors? It provides
individuals—especially men—with someone who monitors
their health and health-related behaviors and encourages
them to drink and smoke less, eat a healthier diet, get
enough sleep, and generally take care of their health. In ad-
dition, husbands and wives offer each other moral support
that helps in dealing with stressful situations. Married men
especially seem to be motivated to avoid risky behaviors and
take care of their health by the sense of meaning that mar-
riage gives to their lives and the sense of obligation to oth-
ers that it brings.

Mortality
Married men and women appear to live healthier lives. Per-
haps as a result, they face lower risks of dying at any point
than those who never have married or whose previous mar-
riage has ended.

With RAND Corporation economist Lee Lillard, I used
a large national survey—the Panel Study of Income Dynam-
ics—to follow men and women over a 20-year period. We
watched them get married, get divorced, and remarry. We
observed the death of spouses and of the individuals them-
selves. When we compared deaths of married men and
women to those who were not married, we found that, once
other factors were taken into account, the former show the
lowest chances of dying. Widowed women were much bet-
ter off than divorced women or those who never have mar-
ried, although they still were disadvantaged when compared
with married women. All men who were not married cur-
rently faced higher risks of dying than married men, regard-
less of their marital history. Other researchers have found
similar differentials in death rates for unmarried adults in a
number of countries besides the U.S.

How does marriage reduce the risk of dying and lengthen
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life? First, it appears to reduce risky and unhealthy behav-
iors. Second, it increases material well-being—income, as-
sets, and wealth. These can be used to purchase better med-
ical care, a healthier diet, and safer surroundings, all of
which lengthen life. This material improvement seems to be
especially important for women. Third, marriage provides
individuals with a network of help and support, with others
who rely on them and on whom they can rely. This seems to
be especially important for men. Marriage also provides
adults with an on-site, readily available sex partner.

Sexual Satisfaction
In 1991, a national survey research organization conducted
the National Health and Social Life Survey on a probability
sample of 3,432 adults. It asked, among other things, how
often they had sex with a partner. Married respondents re-
ported levels of sexual activity about twice as high as singles.
Married men cited a mean frequency of sexual activity of 6.8
times and single men 3.6 times per month over the last year.
Married women indicated a mean of 6.1 times and single
women 3.2 times per month over the last year. Cohabiting
men and women also reported higher rates of sexual activ-
ity—7.4 and 7.2 times per month, respectively, over the past
year—suggesting that, as far as sexual activity, cohabitation
surpasses marriage in its benefits to the individuals involved.

I also examined levels of physical satisfaction people cited
from sex with their husband or wife, their cohabiting part-
ner, or the primary partner identified by singles and found
that married men more often said that sex with their wives
was extremely pleasurable than cohabiting men or single
men indicated that sex with their partners was. The high
level of married men’s physical satisfaction with their sex
lives contradicts the popular view that sexual newness or va-
riety improves sex for men. Physical satisfaction with sex is
about the same for married women, cohabiting women, and
single women with sex partners.

In addition to reporting more active sex lives than singles,
married men and women say they are more emotionally sat-
isfied with their sex lives than do those who are single or co-
habiting. Although cohabitors report levels of sexual activity
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slightly higher than married people, both cohabiting men
and women cite lower levels of satisfaction with their sex
lives. In all comparisons where there is a difference, the mar-
ried are more satisfied than the unmarried.

How does marriage improve one’s sex life? Marriage and
cohabitation provide individuals with a readily available sex-
ual partner with whom they have an established, ongoing
sexual relationship. Since married couples expect to carry on
their sex lives for many years, and since most married cou-
ples are monogamous, husbands and wives have strong in-
centives to learn what pleases their partner in bed and to be-
come good at it. Then, sex with a partner who knows what
one likes and how to provide it becomes more satisfying than
sex with a partner who lacks such skills. The emotional ties
that exist in marriage increase sexual activity and satisfaction
with it as well.

Assets and Wealth
In addition to having more sex, married couples have more
money. Household wealth—one comprehensive measure of
financial well-being—includes pension plans and Social Se-
curity, real and financial assets, and the value of the primary
residence. According to RAND economist James Smith,
married men and women age 51–60 had median wealth in
1992 of about $66,000, compared to $42,000 for the wid-
owed, $35,000 for those who never had married, $34,000
among those who were divorced, and $7,600 for those who
were separated. Although married couples have higher in-
comes than others, this fact accounts for just about a quarter
of their greater wealth.

Married couples can share many household goods and ser-
vices, such as a television set and heat, so the cost to each in-
dividual is lower than if each one purchased and used the same
items individually. Thus, they spend less than they would for
the same style of life if they lived separately. Second, married
people produce more than the same individuals would if they
were single. Each spouse can develop some skills and neglect
others, because he or she can count on the other to take re-
sponsibility for some of the household work. The resulting
specialization increases efficiency and, as will be shown, leads
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to higher wages for men. Moreover, married couples seem to
save more at the same level of income than singles.

Children’s Well-Being
To this point, we have focused on the consequences of mar-
riage for adults—the men and women who choose to marry
(and stay married) or not—but these choices have conse-
quences for the children borne by these adults as well. Soci-
ologists Sara McLanahan and Gary Sandefur compared chil-
dren raised in intact, two-parent families with those raised in
one-parent families, resulting either from disruption of a
marriage or from unmarried childbearing. They found that
approximately twice as many teenagers raised in one-parent
families drop out of high school without finishing. Children
raised in one-parent families are more likely to become
mothers or fathers while teenagers and to be “idle”—both
out of school and out of the labor force—as young adults.

Youngsters living outside an intact marriage are more likely
to be poor. McLanahan and Sandefur calculated poverty rates

Marriage Protects Social Capital
Yes, marriage protects children. And yes, marriage therefore
protects taxpayers and society from a broad and deep set of
costs, personal and communal. But there is another case for
marriage, equally significant, that you probably haven’t
heard. Marriage is a powerful creator and sustainer of human
and social capital for adults as well as children, about as im-
portant as education when it comes to promoting the health,
wealth, and well-being of adults and communities. For most
Americans, this is news. When it comes to adults, the case
for lifelong marriage has been framed in exclusively moral,
spiritual, and emotional terms: one side argues for personal
liberation from marriage, the other urges parents to sacrifice
for God’s and/or the kids’ sake. These are important consid-
erations to be sure. Parents surely should be willing to make
appropriate sacrifices for their kids’ sake. But framing the
marriage debate solely in those terms obscures as much as it
reveals. It misses the profound benefits that lasting marriage
confers on adults. And it overestimates considerably the like-
lihood that divorce will, in fact, lead to greater happiness for
the individual.
Maggie Gallagher, City Journal, Autumn 2000.



for children in two-parent families—including stepfamilies—
and for single-parent families. They found very high rates of
poverty for single-parent families, especially among blacks.
Donald Hernandez, chief of marriage and family statistics at
the Census Bureau, estimates that the rise in mother-only
families since 1959 is an important cause of increases in
poverty among children. Clearly, poverty, in and of itself, is a
bad outcome for kids. . . .

Single-parent families and stepfamilies move much more
frequently than two-parent families. These moves are ex-
tremely difficult for kids, both academically and socially. Fi-
nally, individuals who spent part of their childhood in a
single-parent family, either because they were born to an un-
married mother or because their parents divorced, report
substantially lower-quality relationships with their parents as
adults and have less frequent contact with them, according
to University of Washington demographer Diane Lye.

Labor Force and Career
Wharton School economist Kermit Daniel has examined the
difference in the wages of young men and women who are
single, cohabiting, and married, once one takes into account
other characteristics that might affect salaries, and labels the
remaining difference a “wage premium” for marriage. He
finds that both black and white men receive a wage premium
if they are married: 4.5% for blacks and 6.3% for whites.
Black women receive a marriage premium of almost three
percent. White women, however, pay a marriage penalty, in
hourly wages, of more than four percent. Men appear to re-
ceive some of the benefit of marriage if they cohabitate, but
women do not.

For women, Daniel finds that marriage and presence of
children together seem to affect wages, and the effects de-
pend on the woman’s race. Childless black women earn sub-
stantially more money if they are married, but the marriage
premium drops with each kid they have. Among white
women, just the childless receive a marriage premium. Once
white women become mothers, marriage decreases their
earnings compared to remaining single (without children),
with very large negative effects of marriage on females’ earn-
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ings for those with two offspring or more. White married
women often choose to reduce hours of work when they
have children. They make less per hour than either unmar-
ried mothers or childless wives.

Why should being married increase men’s wages? Some
researchers think that it makes men more productive at
work, leading to higher wages. Wives may assist husbands
directly with their work, offer advice or support, or take over
household tasks, freeing their spouses’ time and energy for
work. As mentioned earlier, being married reduces drinking,
substance abuse, and other unhealthy behaviors that may af-
fect men’s job performance. Finally, marriage increases
men’s incentives to perform well at work, so as to meet obli-
gations to family members. . . .

Is Marriage Responsible?
The obvious question, when one looks at all these benefits of
marriage, is whether marriage is responsible for the differ-
ences. If all, or almost all, arise because those who enjoy bet-
ter health, live longer lives, or earn higher wages anyway are
more likely to marry, then marriage is not “causing” any
changes in these outcomes. Social scientists vigorously and
often acrimoniously debate the extent to which marriage is
responsible for these better outcomes.

When politicians point to the high social costs and tax-
payer burdens imposed by disintegrating “family values,”
they overlook the fact that individuals do not make the deci-
sions that lead to unwed parenthood, marriage, or divorce
on the basis of what is good for society. They weigh the costs
and benefits of each of these choices to themselves—and
sometimes their children.

Social scientists have a responsibility to measure the evi-
dence on the consequences of social behaviors in the same
way as medical researchers evaluate the evidence on the con-
sequences of, say, cigarette smoking or exercise. As evidence
accumulates and is communicated to the public, some
people will change their behavior as a result. Some will make
different choices than they otherwise would have because of
their understanding of the costs and benefits, to them, of the
options involved.
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To continue with the example of medical issues such as
smoking or exercise, behaviors have been seen to change sub-
stantially because research findings have been communicated
to the public. In addition, there have been changes in atti-
tudes toward behaviors shown to have negative conse-
quences, especially when those consequences affect others, as
in the case of smoking. These attitude changes then raise the
social cost of newly stigmatized behaviors. HMOs and reli-
gious organizations develop programs to help people achieve
the desired behavior, and support groups spring up. . . .

If, as I have argued, marriage as a social institution pro-
duces individuals who drink, smoke, and abuse substances
less, live longer, earn more, are wealthier, and have children
who do better, society needs to give more thought and effort
to supporting marriage through public policies.
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“Marriage doesn’t play the role it used to in
most people’s lives.”

Marriage Is Not Necessary for
Healthy Families
Dorian Solot

In the following viewpoint, Dorian Solot argues that unmar-
ried couples can be as happy and healthy as married couples.
According to Solot, some couples are unmarried because
they choose to be, and other couples, such as homosexual
couples, cannot marry. Solot contends that families would
benefit if society banned discrimination—such as denying
partners health benefits or preventing them from renting an
apartment—against unmarried couples. Solot is the executive
director of the Alternatives to Marriage Project and co-
author of Unmarried to Each Other: The Essential Guide to Liv-
ing Together as an Unmarried Couple.

As you read, consider the following questions:
1. According to the author, by what percentage has the

number of unmarried partners grown between 1990 and
2000?

2. What are three reasons why people choose not to marry,
as described by the author?

3. According to Solot, how can individuals make society
more accepting of unmarried families?

Dorian Solot, “No Ring to It: Considering a Less-Married Future.” A version of
this article was originally written for “The Future of Family and Tribe,” seminar at
the Jewish Public Forum of the National Jewish Center for Learning and
Leadership, January 28–29, 2002. Copyright © 2002 by Dorian Solot. Reproduced
with permission.
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We’ll start with a marriage quiz. Which of the follow-
ing statements is true?

a) 90% of Americans marry at some point in their lives.
b) Most Americans spend the majority of their lives un-

married.
c) The marriage rate in the U.S. is significantly higher

than marriage rates across Europe.
d) The majority of Americans who marry today have

lived together first.
e) All of the above.

The answer is (e), all of the above—a collection of contradic-
tions. Americans love marriage to death, though not necessar-
ily ’til death do we part. We love marriage so much that 9 out
of 10 of us marry in our lifetimes, and that movies that include
wedding scenes sell more tickets at the box office. We place so
much importance on the marriage ceremony itself that we de-
light in throwing the most lavish, elaborate weddings of any
culture in history, spending on the average wedding nearly the
amount the average American earns in a year. We have such
confidence in marriage that it is an unquestioned truism that
children do best in married parent families, and that President
George W. Bush has proposed promoting marriage among
people on welfare as a plausible solution to poverty.

Marriage’s New Role
But even as the television show Who Wants to Marry a Mil-
lionaire? recently took the country by storm, 150 years of de-
mographic trends paint a clear picture: marriage doesn’t play
the role it used to in most people’s lives. More than 3 in 7
American adults are not currently married, and at the rate of
increase of the last five decades, the bare ring finger crowd
will be a majority in a few decades. But even if we’re not
marrying as soon or staying married as long, Americans are
forming relationships at about the same rate we always have;
the decrease in married couples is mostly offset by an in-
crease in unmarried ones. In fact, unmarried partners are
one of the fastest-growing household types, increasing by
72% between 1990 and 2000. These unmarried partner
households don’t necessarily fit the stereotype of a young,
childless couple either: 41% of them include children.
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I’m part of this fast-growing constituency. I share my life
and plans for the future with my partner of nine years. Our re-
lationship is strong and committed; we take out the recycling
and consider each other’s parents our in-laws (or, jokingly, our
“out-laws”) just like the married couples on our block. But
neither of us feels any desire to make a trip down the aisle.

A few years into our relationship, I was stunned at the
pressure to marry directed at us from friends, family mem-
bers, and even strangers. Growing up I was told, “You can be
an astronaut! You can be President of the United States!” I
was caught completely off guard to learn in my twenties that
the one thing society considered set in stone was that I would
become a wife. Even though our relationship worked so well,
my partner and I ran into marital status discrimination every-
where we went. A landlord threatened not to rent to us. My
employer told me Marshall and I couldn’t get a joint health
insurance policy, even though we’d been in a relationship
longer than some of the married couples with joint policies.
A tenants’ insurance company told us we’d have to take out
two policies and pay double what a married couple would.

Today, being unmarried is not just my personal identity,
but also my professional one. As the Executive Director of
the Alternatives to Marriage Project (AtMP), a national non-
profit organization for unmarried people, I work full-time
organizing the grassroots movement advocating for fairness
and equality for people who choose not to marry, cannot
marry, and live together before marriage. AtMP has over
4,000 households on its mailing list, representing every state
in the country, and our staff, board, and members appear in
the media hundreds of times each year to provide an unmar-
ried perspective to news about marriage and non-marriage.
When Reverend Jerry Falwell, the Family Research Coun-
cil, or the Traditional Values Coalition are on national tele-
vision commenting on the latest census figures or welfare
proposals, we’re often the ones sitting next to them provid-
ing analysis from a family diversity perspective.

Who Are the Unmarrieds?
The people the Alternatives to Marriage Project represents
don’t all look like Marshall and me. Although pundits often
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talk about marriage as an issue of morals and values, eco-
nomics provides a more accurate framework for understand-
ing. Poor people are much less likely to marry, for reasons
ranging from an inability to afford keeping a chronically un-
employed spouse around the house, to the realization that
marrying a poor partner would likely put a permanent end to
any dream of upward mobility. A vast body of research makes
the links clear: when the country’s economy improves, mar-
riage rates go up. The same holds true on an individual level,
where rising incomes make people more likely to marry. As
the gap between rich and poor widens in the U.S., marriage
patterns follow a similar pattern, leading demographer
Frank Furstenberg to famously describe marriage as a “lux-
ury consumer item” and cohabitation and single parenthood
the “budget” approaches to family formation.

But the poor aren’t the only ones not married. Many
people are unmarried because they haven’t met a partner
they find worthy of a lifetime commitment, because they
want to avoid the pain or expense of divorce, because they
don’t want the government to “regulate” their relationship,
or because they don’t plan to have children and see no other
reason to wed. Same-sex couples can’t marry anywhere in
the country, and thousands of different-sex couples have
chosen not to marry to avoid taking advantage of a privilege
available only to some. Many senior citizens and disabled
people would lose significant financial benefits (perhaps a
pension from a previous spouse) if they married or remar-
ried. Thanks to employment for women and the invention
of TV dinners and washing machines for men, husbands and
wives are no longer essential to survival.

For the most part, we unmarried folks do just fine, thank
you. If we’re in relationships our lives are more similar to
married couples than different from them. But because of
the ease with which couples move in together, many of us
are surprised at the “marital status–ism” we encounter. The
first problem is a lack of social support from families, com-
munities, and religious institutions. It’s widely believed that
social support is a key ingredient to making marriages
strong, yet cohabiting couples often see their partners ex-
cluded and relationships ignored at family events, and
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shamed or stigmatized in faith communities. Many describe
the pressure to marry as intense (and without regard for
whether marriage is in their best interest), and with it the
message that their relationship as it currently stands is sec-
ond best, inadequate. Legal barriers compound the prob-
lems. Everywhere that families come into contact with the
law—housing, employment, health care, insurance, taxes,
immigration, adoption, pensions, social security, inheri-
tance, and more—the legal system is oblivious to the needs
and realities of unmarried families.

Changing Times, Changing Families
There is no way to re-establish marriage as the main site of
child rearing, dependent care, income pooling, or interper-
sonal commitments in the modern world. Any movement
that sets this as a goal misunderstands how irreversibly fam-
ily life and marriage have changed, and it will inevitably be
dominated by powerful “allies” who are not interested in
supporting the full range of families that exist today and are
likely to in the future. For more than 1,000 years, marriage
was the main way that society transferred property, forged
political alliances, raised capital, organized children’s rights,
redistributed resources to dependents, and coordinated the
division of labor by age and gender. Precisely because mar-
riage served so many political, social, and economic func-
tions, not everyone had access to it. Those who did almost
never had free choice regarding partners and rarely could af-
ford to hold high expectations of their relationships.
During the last 200 years, the growth of bureaucracies,
banks, schools, hospitals, unemployment insurance, Social
Security, and pension plans slowly but surely eroded the po-
litical and economic roles that marriage traditionally had
played. It increasingly became an individual decision that
could be made independently of family and community pres-
sures. By the early 1900s, love and companionship had be-
come not just the wistful hope of a husband or wife but the
legitimate goal of marriage in the eyes of society. But this
meant that people began expecting more of married life than
ever before in history—at the exact time that older methods
of organizing and stabilizing marriages were ceasing to work.
The very things that made marriage more satisfying, and in-
creasingly more fair to women, are the same things that have
made marriage less stable.
Stephanie Coontz, American Prospect, April 8, 2002.



Even the most basic issue of self-definition creates prob-
lems when the language and categories available to us don’t
adequately describe unmarried lives. Every form seems to
have checkboxes that ask us if we’re married (no) or single (I
certainly don’t feel single). And one of the most common
things unmarried couples wrestle with is what to call each
other. Boyfriend and girlfriend sound too teenage; partner
leads people to think you’re business partners or gay; signif-
icant other is trying too hard; and spousal equivalent is just
plain silly. Everyone in an unmarried relationship has had
the experience of being introduced, “This is Margaret and
her—uhh . . . mmmm . . . eh . . . friend.”

The Future of Unmarriage
Projecting into the future based on the demographic trends of
the last century and a half, the continuation of the gradual
move away from marriage looks fairly inevitable. Writing in
the New York Times, social commentator Katha Pollitt de-
scribed the unlikely scenario that would have to take place to
allow a return to mythologized Ozzie and Harriet families:
“We’d have to restore the cult of virginity and the double stan-
dard, ban birth control, restrict divorce, kick women out of de-
cent jobs, force unwed pregnant women to put their babies up
for adoption on pain of social death, make out-of-wedlock
children legal nonpersons. That’s not going to happen.”

The inescapable shift is taking place not just within our
borders but also around the world. In the last decade mar-
riage rates fell in Australia, Austria, Belgium, Bulgaria,
China, France, Germany, Greece, Ireland, Israel, Italy, Por-
tugal, Spain, Switzerland, and the UK, just to name a few.
The percentage of births to unmarried parents rose in 14 of
the 15 European Union countries, and is 39% or higher in a
third of them. The number of unmarried parents in Japan
grew 85% in the last five years, and in 2001 the Swiss mar-
riage rate fell faster in a single year than it had in the previ-
ous eighty years. There’s nothing to suggest people will quit
the institution cold turkey. Instead, more will marry later or
not at all; a significant portion of those who do marry won’t
stay together for life; people will marry for specific, practical
reasons (childrearing, immigration, health benefits, etc.);
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and acceptance of cohabitation will continue to increase.
It also seems clear that, eventually, the U.S. will give un-

married relationships and families social and legal standing
comparable to that currently accorded to married ones.
There’s a lot to be learned by watching other countries grap-
ple with unmarried relationships. Some, like Canada,
France, and Sweden, have already overhauled their legal
codes so that references to “spouse” also pertain to unmar-
ried partners, or so that partners who meet certain criteria
can register and gain “marital” rights as domestic partners.
Others, like Australia, Belgium, Ireland, Mexico, New
Zealand, Norway, South Africa, Uganda, and the UK have
either taken initial steps toward broader recognition, or are
currently engaged in national debates about how to best rec-
oncile the gap between real families and those in the legal
imaginary. Another set of nations is reacting to the changes
entirely differently, as seen in news articles about women
and couples in Nigeria and the United Arab Emirates who
are sentenced to imprisonment, public floggings, or death by
stoning for the crimes of cohabitation and unmarried sex. It
does not seem presumptuous to assume that the U.S. will
end up with a system more like Canada’s than like Nigeria’s.

Damage to Families
There are two questions that remain. First, how much dam-
age will we do to children and families in the intervening
time before we revise our social and legal codes? On a daily
basis, unmarried people are denied access to health insur-
ance, bi-national couples are prevented from being together,
partners are shut out of hospital rooms, couples are shut out
of faith communities, and people lose their homes when
their partner dies without a will. Groups that oppose ex-
panding rights to unmarried people and families base their
arguments on the well-being of children and the strength-
ening of families. Yet their resistance functions to leave an
ever-growing portion of American families out in the cold.
The reality is stark: half of children today live in a family
other than the one headed by their two married parents.

The second question is how the change will come about.
Shifts in social support are likely to happen gradually on
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their own, as unmarried people and relationships become in-
creasingly commonplace. But updating laws and policy is a
more complex process. An organized grassroots lobby of un-
married people could bring change, like the War Widows of
America who in the 1960s lobbied successfully to eliminate
the “singles penalty” from the tax code. A high profile case
of discrimination on the basis of marital status could turn
legislators’ sympathies, such as the scores of surviving part-
ners of people killed on September 11, 2001, terrorist attacks
who are currently denied access to most survivors’ benefits.
The lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender rights movement has
already succeeded in expanding recognition of diverse fami-
lies in a myriad of ways, and is another likely leader in the
movement for fairness.

Creating a Different Future
Social theorist Peter Drucker said, “The best way to predict
the future is to create it.” Lacking an obvious path to fair and
equal treatment, those of us who recognize marital status as
a social justice issue need to commit to making a difference
where we can. Some of us can implement or agitate for
workplace benefits policies that include employees’ partners
and dependents regardless of marital status. Some can create
a culture of support and acceptance for diverse families in
synagogues and churches, encourage unmarried people to
take leadership positions, and offer relationship counseling
in addition to marriage counseling. Some can strengthen
unmarried couples’ relationships by presiding over union or
commitment ceremonies for those who seek a religious
blessing but cannot or choose not to marry. Some can en-
courage legislators to expand the definition of family, so that
families are recognized as people linked by emotional and fi-
nancial care and interdependency, not limited to those con-
nected by marriage, blood, or adoption.

All of us can become conscious of our language and as-
sumptions. We can talk about partners along with spouses, pay
attention to the word someone uses to identify his partner/
sweetheart/significant other, and make an effort to understand
the meaning of a couple’s own relationship rather than apply-
ing a one-size-fits-all model to everyone. We can learn more
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about the history and reality of marriage and families in the
U.S. and around the world, to better understand the dangers
of regressive policies that would “strengthen marriage” by in-
creasing the privilege divide between married and unmarried.
We can make contributions to the organizations—the Alter-
natives to Marriage Project, the Council on Contemporary
Families, and others—that are on the front lines, who are reg-
ularly called on to debate spokespeople from groups with bud-
gets hundreds of times larger than our own.

On a regular basis I still answer questions about why I’m
not married, and I still argue with unenlightened rental car
companies about why we should have to pay more than a
married couple for a second driver. But I can also feel things
shifting all around me. I receive my health insurance through
the domestic partner policy at Marshall’s workplace, and my
doctor’s office has a “partnered” checkbox on its patient
forms. Recently, for our ninth anniversary, we got a card in
the mail from my grandmother, which read, “Your commit-
ment and love for each other is all that really counts. Hoping
you keep celebrating to eternity!”

If the octogenarians get it, the rest of the country can’t be
far behind.
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“Fatherlessness is cutting a swath of
destruction through our nation that
touches every American.”

Fathers Are Essential to
Healthy Families
Alan W. Dowd

In the following viewpoint, Alan W. Dowd challenges a
study by Louise Silverstein and Carl Auerbach that suggests
that fathers may be unnecessary to a child’s well-being.
Dowd contends that fathers provide a unique role model
that is essential to children’s health. Dowd maintains that fa-
therless children do worse in school and engage in more
criminal activity than children with fathers at home, and he
concludes that government should do more to encourage fa-
thers to accept their parental responsibilities. Dowd is a
freelance writer and a former associate editor of the Ameri-
can Legion magazine.

As you read, consider the following questions:
1. As cited by Dowd, what are three conclusions about

families reached by Silverstein and Auerbach?
2. What does the National Fatherhood Initiative suggest is

today’s most powerful cultural institution, as stated by
the author?

3. What did Senator Bayh’s Responsible Fatherhood Act of
2000 seek to develop, according to the author?

Alan W. Dowd, “Fatherhood Under Fire: Is ‘Dad’ America’s Most Endangered
Species?” American Legion, June 2001, pp. 17–18. Copyright © 2001 by Alan W.
Dowd. Reproduced with permission.
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Hang up the baseball glove and put away the bedtime
stories. No need to take that long walk with your

daughter or have that long talk with your son. Keep the ad-
vice and hugs to yourself, and don’t worry about coming
home. If you’re a father, you’re no longer wanted or needed
in 21st-century America.

This news may come as a shock, but it’s just some of what
Louise Silverstein and Carl Auerbach concluded in a jaw-
dropping study on fathers and fatherhood aptly titled “ De-
constructing the Essential Father.” Published in American
Psychologist, a journal of the American Psychological Associ-
ation (APA), the study’s radical conclusions further under-
mine what was once beyond debate—the idea that fathers
play a crucial role in the health of families and children. Still
sending shockwaves through public-policy circles more than
a year after its initial publication, the study is just one of
countless indicators that “Dad” is an endangered species.

Dangerous Dads?
Chipping away at some of our most basic conceptions of
parenting, the APA study declares that fathers are not essen-
tial to child well-being; the institution of marriage does not
serve the broader interests of society; divorce is not neces-
sarily harmful to children; fathers contribute nothing special
to child development; and the traditional family unit—
headed by a mother and father—is not any better at protect-
ing children than anything else. In other words, fathers are
no longer relevant.

America’s 25 million fatherless children might disagree.
However, as Dr. Timothy Dailey, an analyst with the Family
Research Council, uncovered in his cogent response to the
APA study, Silverstein and Auerbach go beyond merely ar-
guing that fathers are irrelevant: “The authors actually sug-
gest that the traditional father can be harmful in the home,”
a flabbergasted Dailey explains.

In fact, in their view, “dear old Dad” is downright destruc-
tive and dangerous. Taking their counter-intuitive argument
to the extreme, Silverstein and Auerbach contend that the
traditional two-parent model of the family “fails to acknowl-
edge the potential costs of father presence.” According to Sil-

84



verstein and Auerbach, many fathers do little more than
waste family resources on gambling, alcohol and other vices.

Of course, fathers guilty of that kind of selfishness are out
there, but they are the exception. Even so, it is that model of
imperfection which seems to drive Silverstein and Auer-
bach’s research. Given such a brutish and bleak picture of the
typical father, it’s easy to see why they arrive at their skewed
conclusions.

Fathers on TV
But what would make them draw such a depressing carica-
ture of the American father? A recent study by the National
Fatherhood Initiative (NFI), a non-profit organization ded-
icated to increasing the number of children growing up with
responsible fathers, has a possible answer: television.

“Today’s most powerful cultural institution is television
[and] children are its most ardent consumers,” the NFI
study begins. “Given the current scope of fatherlessness, it is
no exaggeration to say that for millions of children the pri-
mary contact they have with the idea of a father is the time
they spend watching a father on television.”

Regrettably, what they usually see is similar to the distor-
tion offered by Silverstein and Auerbach. The NFI study
found that TV fathers are eight times more likely to be
shown in a negative light than TV mothers. “On television,”
the study concludes, “fathers are less involved, provide less
moral guidance, are less competent and place less of a prior-
ity on the family than do mothers.”

NFI found that fully 65 percent of Hollywood’s depic-
tions of fatherhood provide either ambiguous or negative
portrayals. In fact, 26 percent of the portrayals are com-
pletely negative. “This overabundance of ‘bad dad’ on tele-
vision undermines a cultural ideal of responsible fatherhood
at a time when that ideal is most needed,” according to NFI’s
researchers.

Grim Numbers
From academia to pop culture, fatherhood is obviously un-
der assault. What’s happening to fathers and families is truly
sobering. Indeed, the consequences of Dad’s disappearance
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from America’s family landscape illustrate how disconnected
from reality Silverstein and Auerbach are.

Numbers and statistics sometimes distort the facts, but on
rare occasions they truly illuminate. This is such an occasion.

Almost 25 million children live without fathers; 4 million
don’t even know who their fathers are; and 33 percent of the
babies born in America today will be the sole responsibility
of unmarried mothers.

Indeed, during the past three decades, fathers have disap-
peared from America faster than the spotted owl. According
to the Family Research Council, 85 percent of all children
lived in two-parent families in 1968. In 1980, it was 77 per-
cent. Today, it’s just 68 percent and falling. During those 30
years, the number of single-parent families in the United
States quadrupled; the number of two-parent families
inched up by just 8 percent.

This destabilizing trend of single-parenthood is continu-
ing as we enter the 21st century. According to the Forum on
Child and Family Statistics, a research arm of the federal
government, birth rates have increased sharply for unmar-
ried women in every age group during the past 20 years. And
there’s no evidence that what some have called “the epidemic
of fatherlessness” will end.

Counting the Costs
This explosive increase in fatherless homes may seem irrel-
evant to traditional families or those who have already raised
their children, but it isn’t. In fact, it should send chills down
their spines: Like a scythe, fatherlessness is cutting a swath
of destruction through our nation that touches every Amer-
ican. Indeed, to look at these numbers is to look at the root
cause of America’s most intractable problems.

An ancient proverb warns, “When a father gives to his
son, both laugh; when a son gives to his father, both cry.”
The children of absentee fathers are now paying back their
parents and society for what they have been given—and de-
prived of—during the past 30 years. Their pain and anger
are wreaking havoc with our country. And if we are not
moved by their plight, we should at least be moved by self-
interest. The longer the epidemic continues, the more pro-
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found and costly the consequences for every American.
According to Robert Maginnis, a specialist on fatherhood

and family, fatherless kids are two times more likely to quit
high school than those from two-parent families. They are
70 percent more likely to be kicked out of school, and 10
times more likely to abuse alcohol and other drugs.

Asay. © 1994 by Colorado Springs Gazette Telegraph. Reprinted by per-
mission of Creators Syndicate, Inc.

The Forum on Child and Family Statistics found that
children in one-parent households “are substantially more
likely” to live in poverty. To be exact, they are five times
more likely to live in poverty when compared to children
lucky enough to be living with a mother and a father.

Fatherless Delinquents
But the consequences of Dad’s disappearance aren’t limited
to economics or education. In most cases, the legacy of an
absentee father is criminal behavior in his children.

“The likelihood that a young male will engage in criminal
activity doubles if he is raised without a father,” Maginnis
said. No less than 72 percent of teen-age murderers grow up
without a dad. And according to Cato Institute research, a
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1-percent increase in births to single mothers triggers a
1.7-percent increase in violent crime. In fact, the Institute
for Responsible Fatherhood and Family Revitalization has
found that children from fatherless homes are 20 times more
likely to end up in prison as their two-parent counterparts.

This should not be misunderstood as an attack on single
mothers. Single moms are among the most creative and
courageous people in America today. Working two and three
jobs outside the home, they face the toughest job on earth in-
side the home alone. Many of their children grow up to be
productive members of society. But the odds are against them.
Most of their children will be forever scarred by Dad’s absence
and will pass the cycle of brokenness on to another genera-
tion. The old saying “like father, like son” is all too true.

Nor is this an endorsement of the misguided notion that
any father—regardless of his behavior—is preferable to no
father at all. The health and safety of a child or mother
should never be sacrificed for the sake of a marriage. Indeed,
it’s better for some fathers to leave, but today one-third of
them are walking away. That’s far too many. Children grow
up best when Mom and Dad raise them together. Ninety
percent of single moms agree, and so do their kids, accord-
ing to the Department of Health and Human Services.

Turning Point?
Thankfully, a handful of people and organizations are fight-
ing for America’s fathers and families. Were it not for them,
there would be fewer of both.

Groups such as NFI, the Family Research Council, the
Initiative for Responsible Fatherhood and Family Revital-
ization, and hundreds of other nonprofits are partnering
with churches and public agencies to promote fatherhood
and thereby protect mothers and their children from the
long odds faced by fatherless homes. And their influence is
being felt beyond the family room. After decades of indiffer-
ence and outright contempt for fathers, the federal govern-
ment is finally realizing the necessity of fathers and the value
of two-parent families.

The examples abound—from the Department of Health
and Human Services’ Fatherhood Initiative to stronger
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child-support laws, from high-tech, interstate tracking of
deadbeat dads to a wide array of pro-fatherhood legislation
in Congress.

As Senator Evan Bayh, Democrat-Indiana, recently ob-
served, “Addressing the problem of absent fathers must be a
national priority because it impacts the well-being of Amer-
ica’s children, families and communities.” And since families
are the building blocks of society, the epidemic of fatherless-
ness impacts the well-being of America itself.

Bayh’s Responsible Fatherhood Act of 2000, which he co-
wrote with Senator Pete Domenici, sought to develop an in-
formation clearinghouse to help states and agencies promote
responsible fatherhood. The bill also would have reworked
key aspects of the federal-state welfare system “to encourage
the formulation and maintenance of two-parent families.”
However, the measure died in the Senate Finance Commit-
tee in 2000.

The Fathers Count Act proposed by Representative
Nancy Johnson, Republican-Connecticut, would have pro-
vided grants to promote marriage and assist struggling fa-
thers in job training. The bill also sought to ease some of the
eligibility criteria on the Welfare-to-Work program. The
bill passed the House with 328 votes. But it succumbed to
the same fate as the Bayh-Domenici bill.

Congress clearly has plenty of ground to make up. Even
so, perhaps the nation has reached a critical turning point.
As NFI president Wade Horn notes, “Virtually everyone
now agrees: Fathers matter.”

Everyone, that is, except Hollywood and the APA.
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“We do not believe that the data support the
conclusion that fathers are essential to child
well-being.”

Fathers Are Not Essential to
Healthy Families
Louise B. Silverstein and Carl F. Auerbach

In the following viewpoint, Louise B. Silverstein and Carl F.
Auerbach argue that traditional fathers may not be necessary
to a child’s well-being. They contend that children need sta-
ble, loving role models, and two parents are better than one,
but they maintain that families do not have to adhere to the
traditional father-plus-mother model for children to have
positive outcomes. Silverstein and Auerbach challenge the
neoconservative essentialist paradigm that asserts that men
and women are biologically and culturally geared toward spe-
cific parental roles. They conclude that parenting duties are
interchangeable, and that nontraditional households—such
as single-parent, gay-parent, and step-parent—can success-
fully raise children. Silverstein and Auerbach are researchers
at Yeshiva University in New York.

As you read, consider the following questions:
1. Why do the authors characterize the neoconservative

perspective as “essentialist”?
2. According to the authors, how do marmosets challenge

the neoconservative perspective?
3. What is the traditional father-child ideology, and how do

the authors want to restructure it?

Louise B. Silverstein and Carl F. Auerbach, “Deconstructing the Essential
Father,” American Psychologist, Vol. 54, June 1999. Copyright © 1999 by American
Psychologist. Reproduced with permission.
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In the past two decades there has been an explosion of re-
search on fathers. There is now a broad consensus that fa-

thers are important contributors to both normal and abnor-
mal child outcomes. Infants and toddlers can be as attached
to fathers as they are to mothers. In addition, even when fa-
thers are not physically present, they may play an important
role in their children’s psychological lives. Other important
issues about fathers and families remain controversial. For
example, scholars continue to debate the extent to which pa-
ternal involvement has increased over the past 20 years. Sim-
ilarly, we are only beginning to study the ways that fathering
identities vary across subcultures. Nor do we understand
clearly the effects of divorce on fathers and their children.

Overall, this explosion of research on fathering has in-
creased the complexity of scholarly thinking about parenting
and child development. However, one group of social scien-
tist has emerged that is offering a more simplistic view of the
role of fathers in families. These neoconservative social sci-
entists have replaced psychologist J. Bowlby’s “essentializ-
ing” of mothers with a claim about the essential importance
of fathers. These authors have proposed that the roots of a
wide range of social problems (i.e. child poverty, urban de-
cay, societal violence, teenage pregnancy, and poor school
performance) can be traced to the absence of fathers in the
lives of their children. . . . In our view, the essentialist frame-
work represents a dramatic oversimplification of the com-
plex relations between father presence and social problems.

The Essentialist Paradigm
We characterize this perspective as “essentialist” because it
assumes that the biologically different reproductive func-
tions of men and women automatically construct essential
differences in parenting behaviors. The essentialist perspec-
tive defines mothering and fathering as distinct social roles
that are not interchangeable. Marriage is seen as the social
institution within which responsible fathering and positive
child adjustment are most likely to occur. Fathers are under-
stood as having a unique and essential role to play in child
development, especially for boys who need a male role
model in order to establish a masculine gender identity. . . .
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In contrast to the neoconservative perspective, our data
on gay fathering couples have convinced us that neither a
mother nor a father is essential. Similarly, our research with
divorced, never-married, and remarried fathers has taught us
that a wide variety of family structures can support positive
child outcomes. We have concluded that children need at
least one responsible, caretaking adult who has a positive
emotional connection to them, and with whom they have a
consistent relationship. Because of the emotional and prac-
tical stress involved in childrearing, a family structure that
includes more than one such adult is more likely to con-
tribute to positive child outcomes. Neither the sex of the
adult(s), nor the biological relationship to the child has
emerged as a significant variable in predicting positive de-
velopment. One, none, or both of those adults could be a fa-
ther [or mother]. We have found that the stability of the
emotional connection and the predictability of the caretak-
ing relationship are the significant variables that predict pos-
itive child adjustment.

We agree with the neoconservative perspective that it is
preferable for responsible fathers [and mothers] to be ac-
tively involved with their children. We share the concern
that many men in U.S. society do not have a feeling of emo-
tional connection or a sense of responsibility toward their
children. However, we do not believe that the data support
the conclusion that fathers are essential to child well-being,
and that heterosexual marriage is the only social context in
which responsible fathering is most likely to occur.

Many social scientists believe that it is possible to draw a
sharp distinction between scientific fact and political values.
From our perspective, science is always structured by values,
both in the research questions that are generated, and in the
interpretation of data. For example, if one considers the het-
erosexual nuclear family to be the optimal family structure
for child development, then one is likely to design research
that looks for negative consequences associated with grow-
ing up in a gay or lesbian parented family. If, in contrast, one
assumes that gay and lesbian parents can create a positive
family context, then one is likely to initiate research that in-
vestigates the strengths of children raised in these families.
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Essentialist Legislation
The essentialist theoretical framework has already generated
a series of social policy initiatives. For example, a 1998 Con-
gressional seminar that recommended a series of revisions
[which were not made] to the tax code that would: reward
couples who marry; and end taxes altogether for married
couples with three or more children. Other federal legisla-
tion has emerged with a similar emphasis on the advantages
of marriage. The 1996 welfare reform law begins by stating,
“Marriage is the foundation of a successful society.” Simi-
larly, a housing project in Hartford, Connecticut now pro-
vides economic supports to married couples, and special op-
portunities for job training to men (but not to women) who
live with their families. In 1997, Louisiana passed a
Covenant Marriage Act that declared marriage a lifelong re-
lationship, and stipulated more stringent requirements for
separation and divorce. . . .

Specific aspects of the neoconservative paradigm have
been critiqued elsewhere. For example, V.C. McLoyd, in his
article “Socioeconomic Disadvantage and Child Develop-
ment,” has pointed out that families without fathers are
likely to be poor; and it is the negative effects of poverty,
rather than the absence of a father, that lead to negative de-
velopmental outcomes. Similarly, pschologists E.M. Hether-
ington, M. Bridges, and G.M. Insabella have made the point
that divorce does not always have negative consequences for
children. However, the neoconservative argument as a whole
has not been deconstructed. Thus, it tends to be absorbed in
a monolithic fashion, buttressed by unconscious gender ide-
ology and traditional cultural values. Therefore, we think
that a systematic counterargument is necessary. . . .

Biological Sex Differences
One of the cornerstones of the essentialist position is that bi-
ological differences in reproduction construct gender differ-
ences in parenting behaviors. This theoretical framework
proposes that the biological experiences of pregnancy and
lactation generate a strong, instinctual drive in women to
nurture. This perspective assumes that men do not have an
instinctual drive to nurture infants and children.
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The neoconservative perspective relies heavily on evolu-
tionary psychology to support this argument. Evolutionary
psychologists cite R.L. Trivers’ sexual conflict of interest hy-
pothesis to explain sex differences in mating strategies.
Trivers’ hypothesis states that, all other things being equal,
male mammals will maximize their evolutionary fitness by im-
pregnating as many females as possible, while investing very
little in the rearing of any individual offspring. Female mam-
mals, in contrast, invest a great deal of physiological energy in
pregnancy and lactation, and thus are motivated to invest a
corresponding amount of time and energy in parenting. . . .

David Blankenhorn, author of Fatherless America: Con-
fronting Our Most Urgent Social Problem, and David Popenoe,
co-founder of the National Marriage Project, like many so-
cial scientists, have incorrectly assumed that Trivers’ theory
is true of all primates, and universally applicable across many
different ecological contexts. However, all other things have
generally not been equal over the course of evolutionary his-
tory. As bioecological contexts change, so do fathering be-
haviors, especially among primate males.

Marmosets are an extreme example of primates who live
in a bioecological context that requires males to become pri-
mary caretakers. Because marmosets always have twins, fe-
male marmosets must nurse two infants simultaneously.
This generates nutritional pressure for the mother to spend
all of her time and energy feeding herself. Therefore the fa-
ther most commonly performs all parenting behaviors.
Thus, these animals do not conform to Trivers’ hypothesis
about the universality of non-nurturing primate males. Mar-
moset males behave like “full-time mothers.”. . .

Another cornerstone of the essentialist position is that the
traditional division of labor characteristic of Western, indus-
trialized societies has been true throughout human evolu-
tionary history. Popenoe stated that our hominid ancestors
“had a strong division of labor in which males did most of
the hunting and females did most of the gathering.” A.L.
Zihlman, in her essay “Women’s Bodies, Women’s Lives: An
Evolutionary Perspective,” in contrast, has pointed out that
for most of our evolutionary history, human societies were
nomadic. This bioecological context required both men and
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women to travel long distances, hunt, gather food, and care
for older children and other members of their community.
Similarly, in contemporary foraging and horticultural soci-
eties, women perform the same range of tasks as men do,
and add infant care to their other responsibilities. Cross-
cultural research illustrates that women are capable of trav-
eling long distances, carrying heavy loads, and participating
in hunting. Thus, the assertion that a rigid sexual division of
labor existed over most of our evolutionary history is not
supported, either by what is known about human society in
prehistory, or by contemporary preagricultural cultures. . . .

The Civilizing Effects of Marriage
The essentialist position has also proposed that marriage has
a “civilizing” effect on men. Popenoe, reflecting this point of

The Essentialist Paradigm
1. Biological Sex Differences Construct Gender Differences

in Parenting.
The biological experiences of pregnancy and lactation
generate a strong, instinctual drive in women to nurture.
In the absence of these experiences, men do not have an
instinctual drive to nurture infants and children.

2. The Civilizing Effects of Marriage.
a. Because a man’s contribution to reproduction is limited

to the moment of conception, active and consistent
parenting on the part of men is universally difficult to
achieve.

b. The best way to insure that men will consistently pro-
vide for and nurture young children is to provide a so-
cial structure in which men can be assured of the pa-
ternity, i.e. the traditional nuclear family. Without the
social institution of marriage, men are likely to im-
pregnate as many women as possible, without behaving
responsibly to their offspring.

3. The importance of a male role model.
If men can be induced to caretake young children, their
unique, masculine contribution significantly improves de-
velopmental outcomes for children. This is especially true
for boys who need a male role model in order to achieve
a psychologically healthy masculine gender identity.

Louise B. Silverstein and Carl F. Auerbach, American Psychologist, June 1999.



view, has stated that “. . . all successful societies have imposed
social sanctions on men . . . the most important of these is
the institution of marriage.” Similarly, Blankenhorn declared
that “marriage constitutes an irreplaceable life support sys-
tem for effective fatherhood.”

Blankenhorn further asserted that marriage protects
women and children from domestic violence. He reported
that, as the percentage of men living within the confines of
marriage has declined over the past two decades, domestic
violence has increased. However, a 1998 report on intimate
violence published by the U.S. Department of Justice indi-
cated that, as marriage has declined over the past two
decades, so has intimate violence. This report stated that
murders of women by their intimate partners decreased
40%, from 3,000 in 1976, to 1800 in 1996. Similarly, non-
lethal violence (sexual assault, robbery, aggravated and sim-
ple assault), declined from 1.1 million reported incidents in
1993, to 840,000 in 1996. . . .

The Importance of a Male Role Model
Another aspect of the neoconservative perspective is the ar-
gument that “key parental tasks belong essentially and pri-
marily to fathers,” according to Blankenhorn. Fathers are
seen as essential role models for boys, relationship models
for girls, and “protectors” of their families, as stated by
Popenoe. However, there is a considerable body of empiri-
cal evidence that contradicts these claims.

The essentialist perspective assumes that boys need a het-
erosexual male parent in order to establish a masculine gen-
der identity. J.H. Pleck, in his essay “The Gender Role
Strain: An Update,” has demonstrated that empirical re-
search does not support this assumption. Similarly, a signif-
icant amount of research on the children of lesbian and gay
parents has shown that children raised by lesbian mothers
(and gay fathers) are as likely as children raised in a hetero-
sexual, two-parent family to achieve a heterosexual gender
orientation. Other aspects of personal development and so-
cial relationships were also found to be within the normal
range for children raised in lesbian and gay families.

However, persistent, although inconsistent, findings sug-
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gest that the negative impact of divorce is more significant
for boys than girls. After reviewing the divorce and remar-
riage research, E.M. Hetherington, M. Bridges, and G.M.
Insabella concluded that “the presence of a father may have
positive effects on the well-being of boys.” These authors
also pointed out that the research is not clear as to how fa-
ther presence acts as a protective factor for boys. H. Lytton
and D.M. Romney in a meta-analysis of 172 studies found
very few significant differences in the ways that mothers and
fathers treated girls and boys. Similarly M.E. Lamb con-
cluded that “very little about the gender of the parent seems
to be distinctly important,” in his essay “Fathers and Child
Development: An Introductory Overview and Guide.” Thus,
the relation between father presence and better developmen-
tal outcomes for boys remains correlational, not causal.

Social Changes
If the essentialist paradigm is not supported by empirical
data, why has it been so widely accepted? We believe that the
appeal of the essentialist position reflects a reaction against
the rapid changes in family life that have taken place in the
past three decades. Since the 1960’s, family formation strate-
gies have changed dramatically in Western, industrialized
cultures. The cultural norm of early and universal marriage
has been reversed. Fertility rates have declined overall, and
age at the birth of a first child has risen across all cohorts.
More couples are choosing to live together outside the con-
text of marriage, and a first pregnancy more frequently pre-
cedes, rather than follows marriage. Previously rare family
types, e.g. single-mothers-by-choice, dual career, and
gay/lesbian-parents are increasingly more common.

Industrialized cultures are in the process of changing
from a context in which child development could flourish
with fathers as the sole or primary provider, to a context in
which two providers are now necessary in the vast majority
of families. In a survey of 1,502 U.S. families, 48% of mar-
ried women reported that they provided half or more of the
family income. Given this commitment to breadwinning,
women can no longer shoulder the sole responsibility for
raising children.
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In this context of rapid change, the neoconservative posi-
tion reflects a widespread societal anxiety about “Who will
raise the children?” Mothers are no longer at home, and so-
ciety has not embraced “other-than-mother” care. The U.S.,
in contrast to other western countries, has not yet developed
a social policy agenda designed to help women and men in-
tegrate their work and family responsibilities. Thus, many
people believe that a return to the traditional nuclear family
structure with its gendered division of labor would be
preferable to large numbers of neglected and unsupervised
children. . . .

An Alternative Blueprint for Social Change
Because we believe that ideology defines both social policy
and individual behavior, our first recommendation speaks to
the necessity of reconstructing cultural ideology about gender
roles. The neoconservative perspective also wants to recon-
nect fatherhood and masculinity. Blankenhorn has stated that
“being a real man [must come to mean] being a good father.”
However, within the essentialist framework, responsible fa-
thering is inextricably intertwined with marriage. Our goal, in
contrast, is to create an ideology that defines the father-child
bond as independent of the father-mother relationship.

If the father-child bond were accorded the same impor-
tance as the mother-child bond, then young boys would be
socialized to assume equal responsibility for the care and
nurturing of their children. A father’s relationship with his
children could then develop and remain independent of his
relationship with the child’s mother. This ideological shift
would encourage the development of diverse models of re-
sponsible fatherhood. . . .

We believe that this change in cultural gender ideology
would be effective in maintaining a high level of paternal in-
volvement for resident as well as nonresident fathers. Di-
vorce and nonmarital childbirth would then be less likely to
be characterized by father absence, since cultural norms
would prescribe that never-married and divorced fathers re-
main actively involved with their children.

This ideological enhancement of the father-child bond is
also necessary for restructuring societal institutions so that
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father involvement is encouraged, rather than inhibited.
Maintaining the sacred status of the mother-child dyad con-
tinues the myth of separate, i.e. gendered, spheres of life.
The cultural assumption of separate spheres links public/
work/masculine and private/family/feminine. This cultural
linking of family and feminine is reflected in the assumption
that women, but not men, will decrease their involvement in
paid work in order to balance the competing demands of
work and family life. . . .

Restructuring Family Policy
Our final recommendation relates to an overall governmen-
tal family policy. The U.S. cultural ideology of rugged indi-
vidualism continues to assume that individual families can
and should balance the stress of work and family without the
benefits of large-scale government supports. The U.S. re-
mains one of the few industrialized countries without a com-
prehensive family policy that provides: paid parental leave,
governmentally financed day care, and economic subsidies
for all families with children. Without these benefits, the re-
sponsibility for childcare continues to fall largely on women.

Because women continue to bear the bulk of the respon-
sibility for the welfare of children, the goal of economic
equality remains elusive. Providing families with govern-
mental supports would not only alleviate many of the
stresses of working families, it would also free women from
the unequal burden of making major accommodations in
their involvement in paid work. This shift would then de-
crease gender inequalities in the workplace, provide women
with more resources to exchange, and thus contribute to
higher paternal involvement. . . .

We have tried to illustrate how the essentialist position
does not accurately reflect relevant empirical research. We
have provided an alternative explanation of the research, and
generated recommendations for social policy supports to
mothers and fathers that we believe will more effectively
achieve the goal of reconnecting fathers and children. We
hope that this article will generate scholarly debate within
the psychological community, and encourage a critical anal-
ysis of the essentialist paradigm.
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“In real marriages, male headship is simply
a fact.”

Traditional Husband and Wife
Roles Help Maintain Healthy
Families
Steven E. Rhoads

According to Steven E. Rhoads in the following viewpoint,
men and women have biologically prescribed behaviors that
complement each other in marriage. Rhoads argues that
marriages flourish when men are dominant breadwinners
and females are homemakers. He contends that while males
are biologically and culturally suited to exercise power,
women are suited to nurturing children. Rhoads is a profes-
sor of government at the University of Virginia.

As you read, consider the following questions:
1. According to Rhoads, why are feminists disgusted by

married men?
2. As cited by the author, how do men and women define

equality in marriage?
3. How can men be convinced to dominate less in

marriage, according to the author?

Steven E. Rhoads, “The Case Against Androgynous Marriage,” American
Enterprise, Vol. 10, September 1999, pp. 35–39. Copyright © 1999 by American
Enterprise Institute for Public Policy Research. Reproduced with permission.
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Candace Bergen has now admitted what her TV charac-
ter, Murphy Brown, never did: Fathers matter. Social

scientists have never been more sure, because fathers help
boys become responsible men and teach girls good men will
love them even if they don’t “put out.”

And when men—even men who have been good fathers—
divorce their wives, they usually end up divorcing their chil-
dren as well. Two leading family experts, Frank Furstenberg
and Andrew Cherlin, find that “over time, the vast majority
of children [of divorce] will have little or no contact with
their fathers.” So if we care about the future of our kids, we
should care about finding the secrets to marriages that last
through “sickness and health,” through “better and worse.”

Traditional Christian Marriages
These traditional phrases from church weddings might re-
mind one of the traditional Christian understanding of mar-
riage—one where wives “submit” to the “servant” leadership
of their husbands. In 1999 the Southern Baptists reminded
the faithful of this Biblical teaching, and feminists de-
nounced it as “domestic feudalism.”

Most of the rest of America shrugged it off. After all, an-
drogyny is everywhere. Women fly jets and make up 43 per-
cent of all law school graduates. Men go to hair stylists and
wear earrings. To most of us, male headship seems like
something from another planet.

But social science research on intact marriages finds that
in real marriages, male headship is simply a fact. Most men
and women seek things in a mate that render something like
male headship inevitable. If we care about marriages that
work, the Baptists just may have something to teach us.

Feminists can hardly look at married men without a cer-
tain measure of disgust. Men won’t do their share of house-
work and child care. In the typical two-earner family they
contribute about half as much housework as their employed
wives and less than half as much solo child care.

Most feminists believe men’s power in the home comes
from their power in the marketplace. In Ms. Magazine one
family therapist sets forth her golden rule of marriage,
“Whoever has the gold makes the rules.” But the over-
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worked wives cited above are already bringing home gold.
Perhaps they’re not bringing home enough? To answer, we
need to know whether women’s power soars when they are
the big earners in marriage.

Women as Breadwinners
When husbands make more than wives, both say the hus-
band’s job is the more important, but when wives earn more,
neither spouse says the wife’s job is more important. Indeed,
such wives are more likely than other married women to
leave the labor force or move to a lower position. At home
these high-achieving wives attempt to be especially attrac-
tive and sexual for their husbands, and they report indulging
husbands’ whims and salving egos. When husbands are more
dependent on their wives’ incomes, the husbands do very lit-
tle additional housework.

Questions of income aside, there are, of course, marriages
where women have more power. Do such marriages make
women happy? One survey of over 20 studies on marital
power found that wife-dominant couples were the least
happy, and the wives in wife-dominated unions were less
happy than their husbands.

Researcher Liz Gallese’s study of women graduates from
the 1975 class of the Harvard Business School finds that the
women have a tendency to “pull back” on their way to the top.
One woman who did not do so was Tess. When her career shot
past her husband’s, he took on most of the child care. On the
surface Tess’s marriage made role reversal look workable. Tess
seemed proud of her job, her son, and her husband. Gallese
did not glimpse the truth until she spent time alone with Tess’s
husband, who admitted he and his wife had almost no sex life,
though he would try to “do things to rekindle her interest.”

Soon Tess began to seduce other businessmen. Eventually
she came clean with Gallese, admitting that she would love to
have another child someday but not with her husband. She
stayed with him because he was “a wife.” “I absolutely refuse
to sleep with that man. I’ll never have sex with him again.”

Feminists will no doubt say they want neither an old-
fashioned marriage nor Tess’s but rather one in which pro-
motions and relocations come in tandem or sequentially. But

102



103

marriages in which spouses devote equal time to work,
home, and children are very rare, and rarer still are mar-
riages in which the spouses are equally successful in all
realms. Researcher Pepper Schwartz searched hard to find
couples where there was at least a 60/40 split of duties on the
home front. Her study found that such “peer” couples feel
they have a strong marital relationship with intimacy, mutual
respect, and mutual interest. But they also face serious prob-
lems. Many husbands are unhappy when their careers suffer.
There are constant negotiations and compromises, and seri-
ous conflicts over child rearing. . . .

The Appeal of Male Power
Ordinary women show the attractions of male power by
making the romance novel the most popular form of fiction
in the world. About half of all mass market paperback sales
in the country are romance novels. The hero in the romance
novel is always a man with power; the heroine seldom has
worldly power.

Bible Rules for a Happy Marriage
Colossians 3:18 and 19 says: “Wives, be subject to your hus-
bands, as is fitting in the Lord. Husbands, love your wives,
and do not be embittered against them.” What is notable in
our day about these simple commands of the Apostle is that
they differentiate between the role and duty of the wife and
the role and duty of the husband. . . .
If a husband is blessed with an intelligent, well-educated, and
competent wife, it will be that husband’s greatest wisdom to
encourage his wife to use those gifts to the fullest as his wife.
A wife must remember, however, that those gifts are not to
be used to advance her own independent career path, but to
support and advance her husband and their home. Those
gifts come from God. They are to be used for God and used
in fulfillment of the role He has given to her as a wife.
If God gives a man a suitable helper in the Lord, that man
should make it his highest goal to be the head to her he
should be. As her leader and head, he must love her. All that
he does must be consistent with her highest and best inter-
ests. He should never make an important decision without
consulting her. He should always seek her best interests.
Samuel E. Waldron, “Bible Rules for a Happy Marriage,” April 2000.



In real life, most women do not seem to want equal
worldly power. Even professional women want the man to
be chief provider, not only because they believe the hus-
band’s work is more important to his sense of self, but also
because they need their husbands to be successful.

For feminists the news gets worse. Working women say
they respect stay-at-home moms more than mothers who
work full time. When asked whether the increased number
of working mothers with young children is good or bad for
society, women of all educational levels think it is bad, and
college-educated women are particularly likely to think so.

Finally, most women with full-time jobs do not resent
their double shift. Despite the imbalance in housework and
child care, the majority of wives think the division of labor is
fair. Husbands and wives tend to define equality in marriage
as mutual respect, commitment, and reciprocity over time,
rather than as an equal division of tasks.

The Marital Ideal
Once we look at what is known of men’s and women’s na-
tures, it’s not surprising women take to domestic life more
readily. It may seem remarkable that men marry at all. The
marital ideal is about one man and one woman becoming
bound in body and soul—sharing, comforting, communicat-
ing through good times and bad. But this ideal resonates
more strongly for women than for men. Men want more
space. Studies show women like to be alone by thinking in a
bedroom or office, whereas men are more likely to need real
isolation—a long drive or a trip to the mountains. Think
also of those frequently solitary and overwhelmingly male
pastimes, hunting and fishing.

Feminists such as Deborah Tannen and Carol Gilligan
make much of the male insistence on standing alone. They
think society conditions men to be this way. Theresa Cren-
shaw, co-author of a leading medical text on sexual pharma-
cology, once agreed but now thinks the source is testos-
terone: “The ‘loner profile’ of testosterone is absolutely
crucial to understanding what men are all about. . . . Testos-
terone motivates the male to strive for separateness in ways a
woman is not designed to comprehend.” Indeed, “It is fair to
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say that it causes a compelling sexual urge that spurns rela-
tionships, unless they represent a conquest or acquisition of
power. . . . It makes you want sex, but it also makes you want
to be alone, or thoroughly in control of sexual situations—so
it specifically promotes masturbation or one-night stands.”

Female sexuality usually functions as a means of expressing
affection to someone in a committed relationship. Women’s
sexual fantasies dwell more on romance, commitment, non-
sexual caressing, and story line. . . .

The androgyny advocates believe that with different social
conditioning, men can be reprogrammed to become fully in-
timate, communicative partners like their wives. And once
reprogrammed, men will gain from the sharing of problems
as women do. But the testosterone research suggests other-
wise. So too does a study that followed the progress of pa-
tients dismissed from hospitals after recovery from conges-
tive heart failure. For women the absence of emotional
support in the community increased their death rates more
than eightfold. For men it made no difference at all. . . .

Women as Nurturers
The average woman’s innate attachment to and skill with ba-
bies would, by itself, be more than enough to sink the an-
drogyny project since most men cannot match women in ei-
ther the attachment or the skill. Mothers everywhere, in all
cultures, take care of young children. This seems to be true
even in alternative family forms such as communal living
groups and unmarried couples.

Feminists talk a lot about the “burdens” of child care and
the “sacrifices” that women make for it. Some women do find
child care boring and depressing. But most do not. In her
powerful defense of homemakers, Domestic Tranquility, Car-
olyn Graglia describes her child-rearing days as an “everyday
epiphany of exquisite happiness.” Award-winning novelist
Alice McDermott sounded the same note in describing how
she and her graduate school classmates were transformed by
motherhood. The joy of children seemed “too satisfying, too
marvelous” to be put in words. But they tried: “Becoming a
mother is the best thing I’ve ever done.” “It’s like floating in
warm milk.” “I could fill a stadium with babies.”. . .
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Women’s estrogen facilitates the effect of oxytocin, a sub-
stance which promotes touching, holding, and bonding.
During pregnancy and nursing oxytocin surges in women,
engendering pleasure and relaxation. When male rats are
given oxytocin, they start building nests like their sisters.

The effect of male hormones on nurturing is dramatically
different. Evidence comes from studies of women exposed to
high levels of male hormones in their mothers’ wombs.
These women have little interest in dolls as children, and
compared to most women, they are less attracted to infants
as adults. On the other hand, Turner’s syndrome girls, who
do not produce the small amount of male hormone most
women do, show heightened interest in dolls and babies.

Women’s keener sense of touch makes them more re-
sponsive to babies, and their high, sing-song voices have
been shown to be more pleasing than men’s attempts at baby
talk. Especially pleasing is a mother’s voice. Babies hear it in
utero, and after birth its sound slows, calms, and steadies a
baby’s heart.

Given women’s greater interest in and skill with young
children, it is fortunate that the vast majority of women and
men think wives should concentrate on nurturing and hus-
bands on providing. Data on the proportions of husbands
and wives who work full time does not accurately reflect
husbands’ greater commitment to the work force. Sixty-one
percent of husbands work more than 40 hours a week,
whereas only 24 percent of wives do. Moreover, husbands
are seven times more likely to work more than 60 hours a
week. And though 51 percent of wives with children under
18 work full time, only 30 percent want to.

Different Reasons for Divorce
These figures do not point to an androgynous future, and if
we want strong marriages we should be delighted. The rich-
est discussion of American men and women’s reasons for di-
vorce, Catherine Riessman’s Divorce Talk, finds women di-
vorcing men who do not work steadily at good jobs; in parallel
fashion men divorce women when they fall down as home-
makers. Philip Blumstein and Pepper Schwartz’s major work,
American Couples, finds exactly the same thing. Women are
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much more likely to divorce men who are not ambitious,
whereas men are more likely to divorce women who are am-
bitious. Men divorce wives if they think the wives are not do-
ing their share of the housework. Women do not divorce men
if the men do less housework than they would like them to. . . .

In marriage men and women get exactly what they want.
If you ask men how they would like to be described, they use
words like “dominant,” “assertive,” “independent.” If you
ask women how they would like to be described, they say
“loving,” “generous,” “sensitive.” But if marriage means
bringing together one person with a taste for domination
and another with a taste for generosity, we should not be
surprised to find that the former is the head of the family.

In marriages women are more accommodating. If hus-
bands think it is important to have a “proper” dinner, again,
it is the wives who spend more time on housework. In family
quarrels during dinner, mothers are most likely to compro-
mise. Daughters are the next most likely to. Theresa Cren-
shaw thinks these inclinations go deep: One reason “women
are the peacemakers” is their hormonal makeup. “Mellowing
them are their relatively high levels of serotonin compared to
the male, oxytocin in abundant supply, and estrogen, a gen-
tle, ordinarily soothing antidepressant hormone.”

Another reason women are the peacemakers is their deep
need for amiable connection. And their most important con-
nections are at home. Women say that family relationships
are the key to their happiness. Family distress has more effect
on the mental health of wives than of husbands. For hus-
bands, satisfaction in work or as a parent can offset an un-
happy marriage. But for wives, feminist Rosalind Barnett and
coauthors report that “dissatisfaction in the marital role can-
not be compensated for by satisfaction in any other role.”. . .

Tempering Male Headship
If any women should still be reading, please note I have been
describing how things are. As for how things might be, I
would argue for a kinder and gentler male headship. For all
the reasons given, the headship part won’t go away. Most
women don’t really want it to. They like a manly man in the
outside world and in the bedroom. They could, however, do
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with men who are a little less lordly in the rest of the house.
And if we care about solid marriages that rear solid chil-

dren, we have to side with wives here. Riessman’s Divorce Talk
describes women filing for divorce because they feel devalued
and dominated. In retrospect even their former husbands of-
ten agree they were treating their wives like “a dictator” or “a
little Hitler.” Although many happy marriages are character-
ized by moderate male dominance, marriages often fail when
there is extreme male dominance. Researcher John Gottman
finds successful marriages have a husband who accepts a
wife’s influence. They also have wives who couch complaints
in a gentle, soothing, sometimes humorous way.

But how can we induce the stronger sex that likes to dom-
inate to do it less? This is where the Baptists can help, by re-
minding men of their sacred obligation to use their familial
power to serve their families. Husbands must be ready to
sacrifice themselves for their wives and children as Christ
gave all for the church. By making the male role in marriage
vital, Baptists attract more men to it. And by condemning
extramarital sex, they make alternatives to marriage less at-
tractive and less available. . . .

Wives doubtful about granting husbands titular headship
should realize they may not have to give up much more than
the title. Studies suggest husbands overestimate their
decision-making power while wives underestimate theirs.
Indeed, one study found “the most satisfied husbands were
those who believed they had the greater decision-making
power even where there was no independent evidence of it.”

Women in such marriages probably rule indirectly as the
wisest wives usually do. Author David Blankenhorn tells the
tale of a traditional wife who said her husband was the head
of the family and she was the neck—which turns the head in
the direction it should go. Most wives set husbands going in
better directions, and civilization is in their debt.
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“Gendered marriages . . . do not fit with
the assumptions about men and women in
all other spheres of their lives.”

Traditional Husband and Wife
Roles Must Change
Steven L. Nock

In the following viewpoint, Steven L. Nock argues that
women have made enormous gains in social and workplace
equality since the 1960s. These changes brought enormous
benefits to women but undermined the traditional family be-
cause marital roles failed to change with external roles. For
example, many marriages are stressed because most women
work full time just as their husbands do, but men do not
share equally in the housework. Nock concludes that mod-
ern marriages must revise the traditional family model to fit
new social realities. Nock is a sociology professor at the Uni-
versity of Virginia and the author of Marriage in Men’s Lives.

As you read, consider the following questions:
1. How does the author define the traditional marriage

model?
2. What does Nock contend are the six ideals of legal

marriage?
3. What aspect of the normative model of marriage would

change with a new model of marriage, according to the
author?

Steven L. Nock, “The Problem With Marriage,” Society, Vol. 36, July/August
1999, pp. 20–28. Copyright © 1999 by Transaction Publishers, Inc. Reproduced
with permission.
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Stable marriages are forged of extensive dependencies. Yet
trends toward gender equality and independence have

made the traditional basis of economic dependency in mar-
riage increasingly problematic. The challenge is to reinvent
marriage as an institution based on dependency that is not
automatically related to gender. Both partners, that is, must
gain significantly from their union, and both must face high
exit costs for ending it.

Despite dramatic changes in law and public policy that
have erased (or minimized) distinctions between men and
women, married life has changed more slowly and subtly. In
the last four decades, the percentage of married women in
the paid labor force increased from 32 percent to 59 percent,
and the number of hours that wives commit to paid labor in-
creased apace. While men do not appear to be doing much
more housework today than they did two decades ago,
women are doing less in response to their commitments to
paid labor. Women did 2.5 times as much household labor as
their husbands in 1975. By 1987, the ratio was 1.9. Wives’
share of total (reported) household income increased
marginally, from 35 percent in 1975–1980 to 38 percent in
1986–1991. In such small ways, husbands and wives are in-
creasingly similar. Still, marriages are hardly genderless ar-
rangements. My research for Marriage in Men’s Lives showed
that most marriages in America resemble a traditional
model, with husbands as heads of households, and wives who
do most housework and child care. Given the pace at which
gender distinctions have been, or are being, eliminated from
laws, work, school, religion, politics, and other institutions,
the family appears to be curiously out of step.

Marriage Defines Gender Roles
One reason gender is still a central motif in marriage is be-
cause masculinity (and possibly, femininity) are defined by,
and displayed in marriage. As the title of Sara Berk’s book
proclaimed, the family is The Gender Factory. Consider the
consequences of unemployment for husbands. If spouses
were economically rational, then the unemployed (or lower-
paid) partner would assume responsibility for housework.
Sociologist Julie Brines found just the opposite. After a few
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months of unemployment, husbands actually reduced their
housework efforts. The reason is that housework is much
more than an economic matter. It is also symbolic. “Men’s”
work means providing for the family and being a “breadwin-
ner,” whereas “women’s” work means caring for the home
and children. Such assumptions are part of our cultural be-
liefs. Doing housework, earning a living, providing for the
family, and caring for children are ways of demonstrating
masculinity or femininity. When wives are economically de-
pendent on their husbands, doing housework is consistent
with traditional assumptions about marriage. Such women
conform to cultural understandings about what it means to
be a wife, or a woman. However, a dependent husband de-
parts from customary assumptions about marriage and men.
Were he to respond by doing more housework, his deviance
would be even greater. Marriage is still the venue in which
masculinity and femininity are displayed.

The husband and wife who construct a new model of
marriage that doesn’t include gender as a primary organizing
principle will face challenges. The husband who decides to
be the primary child-care provider or the wife who elects to
be the sole wage earner will find these unusual marital roles
difficult but not impossible to sustain. Relationships with
parents may be awkward. Friends may struggle to under-
stand the arrangement if it differs from their own. Employ-
ers may also find such an arrangement difficult to under-
stand and accept. Yet as difficult as it may be to forge a new
model of marriage, it seems certain that some change is nec-
essary if marriage is to endure. . . .

Different Lives, Different Marriages
Research confirms that most women who marry today desire
marriages that differ importantly from those of their grand-
mothers because women’s lives have changed in so many
other ways in recent decades. However, though the options
available to women have expanded in other respects, the ba-
sic pattern of marriage is pretty much the same as it has been
for decades. The revolution in gender has not yet touched
women’s marriages. Part of the reason is that men have been
excluded from the gender revolution. While almost any
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young woman today will notice enormous differences be-
tween her life options and those of her great-grandmother,
the differences between men and their great-grandfathers
are minimal, at most. The script for men in America has not
changed. In short, despite enormous changes in what it
means to be a woman, marriage does not yet incorporate
those changes. Neither men nor women have yet figured out
how to fashion “new” families.

Many of our problems are better seen as the result of insti-
tutional change than of individual moral decline. The per-
sonal problems that lead to family decline are also legitimate
public issues. Institutions like the family are bigger than any
individual. So when large numbers of people create new pat-
terns of family life, we should consider the collective forces
behind such novel arrangements. And if some of those inno-
vations are harmful to adults or children, fixing them will re-
quire more than a call for stronger moral habits (though there
is certainly nothing wrong with such advice). Fixing them will
require restructuring some basic social arrangements. . . .

The Institution of Marriage
The extent to which the family based on legal marriage is an
institution becomes obvious when one considers an alterna-
tive way that adult couples arrange their intimate lives. Cer-
tainly there is no reason to believe that two people cannot
enjoy a harmonious and happy life without the benefit of le-
gal marriage. In fact, growing numbers of Americans appear
to believe that unmarried cohabitation offers something that
marriage does not. One thing that cohabitation offers is
freedom from the rules of marriage because there are no
widely accepted and approved boundaries around cohabita-
tion. Unmarried partners have tremendous freedom to de-
cide how they will arrange their legal and other relation-
ships. Each partner must decide how to deal with the other’s
parents, for example. Parents, in turn, may define a cohabit-
ing child’s relationship as different from a married child’s.
Couples must decide whether vacations will be taken to-
gether or separately. Money may be pooled or held in sepa-
rate accounts. If children are born, cohabiting parents must
decide about the appropriate (non-legal) obligations each in-
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curred as a result. In such small ways, cohabiting couples and
their associates must create a relationship. Married couples
may also face decisions about some of these matters. How-
ever, married spouses have a pattern to follow. For most
matters of domestic life, marriage supplies a template. This
is what cohabiting couples lack. They are exempt from the
vast range of marriage norms and laws in our society. . . .

Almost all worrisome social trends in regard to the family
are actually problems related to marriage: declining rates of
marriage, non-marital fertility, unmarried cohabitation, and
divorce. Any understanding of the family must begin with a
consideration of marriage. I now offer a normative defini-
tion of marriage; a statement of what Americans agree it
should be, the assumptions and taken-for-granted notions
involved. In so doing, I will lay the foundation for an expla-
nation of family decline. . . .

A normative definition of marriage draws attention to the
central idea that marriage is more than the sum of two
spouses. As an institution, marriage includes rules that orig-
inate outside the particular union that establish boundaries
around the relationship. Those boundaries are the under-
stood limits of behavior that distinguish marriage from all
other relationships. Married couples have something that all
other couples lack; they are heirs to a system of shared prin-
ciples that help organize their lives. If we want to assess
changes in the family, the starting point is an examination of
the institutional foundation of marriage. Six ideals define le-
gal marriage in America.

1. Individual Free Choice. Mate selection is based on ro-
mantic love. . . . National surveys show that “falling in
love” is the most frequently cited reason for marrying
one’s spouse, and that the most important traits in suc-
cessful marriages are thought to be “satisfying one an-
other’s needs” and “being deeply in love.”

2. Maturity. Domestic relations law defines an age at
which persons may marry. Throughout the U.S., the
minimum is 18, though marriage may be permitted
with approval by parents or the court at earlier ages. . . .

3. Heterosexuality. . . . Despite growing acceptance of ho-
mosexuality, there is very little support for homosexual
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marriages. The 1990 General Social Survey showed
that only 12 percent of Americans believe homosexuals
should be allowed to marry.

4. Husband as Head. Though Americans generally en-
dorse equality between the sexes, men and women still
occupy different roles in their marriages. Even if more
and more couples are interested in egalitarian mar-
riages, large numbers of people aren’t. The 1994 Gen-
eral Social Survey shows that adults are almost evenly
divided about whether both spouses should contribute
to family income (57 percent approve of wives working,
and in fact, 61 percent of wives are employed). Four in
ten adults endorse a very traditional division of roles,
where the wife takes care of the home and family, and
the husband earns all the income. . . .

5. Fidelity and Monogamy. In law, sexual exclusivity is the
symbolic core of marriage, defining it in more obvious
ways than any other. Husbands and wives have a legal
right to engage in (consensual) sex with one another.
Other people may not have a legal right to engage in
sex with either married partner. . . .

6. Parenthood. With rare exceptions, married people be-
come parents. Despite high rates of unmarried fertility,
there is little to suggest that married couples are less
likely to have, or desire to have children today than
they were several decades ago. Only 13 percent of ever-
married women aged 34 to 45 are childless today. Two
decades ago, the comparable figure was 7 percent. The
six-point difference, however, is due to delayed fertility,
rather than higher childlessness. Overall completed co-
hort fertility (i.e., the total number of children born to
women in their lifetime) has remained stable since the
end of the Baby Boom. . . .

New Families
It is easy to imagine how a new model of marriage would
look. None of the basic elements of normative marriage are
likely to change except the gender assumptions about who
heads the family. Husbands and wives are already familiar
with this new model of marriage, even if we have yet to ac-
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knowledge it. In 1995, virtually all (95 percent) of married
men with children in the household were employed. Two-
thirds (65 percent) of wives in such families were employed.
Husbands are still breadwinners, but so are wives. While
employment does not typically eliminate a wife’s depen-
dency on her husband, it does mean that husbands are also
dependent on wives. Most American marriages now involve
a pooling of incomes. The resulting lifestyle, therefore, is
produced jointly by wives and husbands. Income pooling has
increasingly replaced the breadwinner/homemaker pattern.

Wasserman. © 1998 by Boston Globe. Distributed by Los Angeles Times
Syndicate. Reprinted with permission.

These new economic realities of married life have not
been fully incorporated into the institution of normative
marriage—the way we think about marriage. Husbands and
wives have yet to reconcile their joint economic dependency
with the routine of married life. Even if most married couples
today depend on one another’s earnings, traditional patterns
of domestic responsibilities persist. Such gendered marriages
are a problem because they do not fit with the assumptions
about men and women in all other spheres of their lives. . . .
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What is the problem with marriage? The problem is the
role of gender in the institution. More accurately, the prob-
lem is how to deal with widespread social change in matters
of gender. But there is good reason to believe that we will
come to terms with such challenges. Few boys today will
grow up with mothers who are not employed. Young men
are unlikely to inherit their fathers’ or grandfathers’ tradi-
tional views about marriage or women. Fewer men work
with colleagues who openly view women and wives in tradi-
tional restricted roles. More and more of the youthful life
course is spent in nontraditional families or outside of fami-
lies altogether. Children, especially boys, who experience
such childhoods (employed mothers, divorce, non-family
living) are more accepting of women’s new roles and options
and are willing to perform more housework. It is not, there-
fore, a dramatic change in the basic institution of normative
marriage that we need. Rather, it is a recognition and ac-
commodation to the changes in women’s lives and patience
for intergenerational (cohort) change to catch up with cur-
rent expectations. And men must become a part of the gen-
der revolution. Even if this is not a fundamental redefinition
of marriage, it will have profound consequences for how
marriage is experienced because the tension between public
and private lives will be reduced. . . .

Spousal Dependency
Proposals that marriage be recognized, promoted, and pro-
tected by revisions in federal tax codes, increased use of pre-
marital counseling, and revisions in divorce laws are a good
start. I believe we must go further, however, to create and re-
inforce dependencies in marriage. Dependency based auto-
matically on gender will eventually be purged from marriage,
as it is now being purged from work, school, and other pub-
lic realms. The transition is clearly difficult and painful as we
now can see. But what will bind couples to such new families?
The answer is that bases of dependency other than gender
must be created. Significant benefits must flow from the mar-
riage, and significant exit costs must exist for both partners.

The most sensible, though controversial way to achieve
these goals is for states to establish a preference for married
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couples in the distribution of discretionary benefits. My re-
search on covenant marriage [in which couples must un-
dergo premarital counseling and traditional fault-grounds
for divorce] has convinced me that any attempt to privilege
marriage over other statuses will be controversial and re-
sisted, especially by those who see traditional marriage as
unfair to women. Since the inequities in marriage are being
resolved, I would focus on ways to privilege marriage by
granting significant economic benefits to couples willing to
commit to a restrictive regime. The purpose would be to
create a new distinction between married and unmarried
persons, though not one automatically based on gender. If
marriage is to thrive, significant benefits other than emo-
tional ones must flow from the status. And men and women
alike must benefit from the status of marriage.

Marriage has traditionally been founded on dependencies
of many types. But unequal (i.e. women’s) economic depen-
dencies are the most obvious (and often the source of in-
equity). In a world where men and women may each be eco-
nomically independent, the benefits of pooled incomes may
not suffice to sustain couples during those inevitable times
when love fades. What Jean Bethke Elshtain, in her article
“A Call to Civil Society,” refers to as “the philosophy of ex-
pressive individualism”—a belief in the “sovereignty of the
self” is fostered by gender equality and individual economic
independence. In the absence of unequal economic depen-
dencies, marriage must become a privileged status again, or
else divorce rates will remain high, and marriage rates will
continue to fall. To make it a privileged status, we should es-
tablish significant economic incentives. To the extent that
people benefit economically in obvious and large ways by
virtue of their marriages, (and to the extent that such bene-
fits are not available to unmarried people) each spouse is de-
pendent on the union, per se (dependency is typically mea-
sured by the costs of exiting a relationship).

Public Policy
The state has an enormous economic interest in promoting
stable marriages. Strangely, the macroeconomic costs of di-
vorce are rarely discussed in deliberations about public pol-
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icy. Yet the microeconomic consequences are well known.
Divorce and single-parenthood take a toll on earnings, edu-
cational attainment, labor-force attachment, subsequent
marital stability, and the likelihood of poverty for the adults
and the children involved. The aggregate consequences of
all such individual losses are vast, even if unknown. Promot-
ing marriage makes very good economic sense, beyond any
other benefits to children or adults.

There are many ways we might promote marriage. Here I
offer one example. We should consider significant tax credits
for some married couples to create an economic interest in
the marital union and significant exit costs for both partners.
Americans will not tolerate mandatory family policy, so states
should follow the lead of Louisiana in offering couples the
option of two marriage regimes. Any couple could elect to be
married under the customary no-fault divorce system with-
out requirements for pre-marital and marital counseling. . . .

Couples who marry under the more restrictive marriage
regime would qualify for very significant tax credits. Such
credits must be quite large—$2,500 or $3,500 a year—suffi-
cient to offset the costs of a college education for the chil-
dren of married parents, or to underwrite the costs of a
home, for example. Such tax credits would create a financial
interest in the marriage per se, a benefit that flows to mar-
ried couples by virtue of their marital status and nothing
else. It also creates a significant exit cost at divorce. Both
partners benefit so long as they remain married, both lose at
divorce. How will we pay for such generous benefits? In fact,
it is not certain that there would be net costs. A more ap-
propriate question is how we will continue to pay for single
parenthood and divorce.
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Does Adoption
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Chapter Preface
In 1997, then-president Bill Clinton signed the Adoption
and Safe Families Act (ASFA) into law. This law marks a shift
away from the theory of “family preservation”—the belief
that efforts should be made to reunite abused or neglected
children with their biological parents—and toward “perma-
nency planning.” The goal of permanency planning is to
find permanent adoptive homes for abused and neglected
children as soon as possible.

Prior to the enactment of the ASFA, the Adoption Assis-
tance and Child Welfare Act of 1980 guided American adop-
tion policies. This act emphasized family preservation and
regarded adoption as an action that took place only after rea-
sonable efforts to reunify a family had failed. The term “rea-
sonable efforts” has come to describe programs designed to
help disadvantaged or troubled parents take care of their
children. These include education, job training, substance
abuse programs, and counseling. Other efforts that promote
family preservation include kinship care arrangements, in
which a child’s relatives are encouraged to become his or her
legal guardians.

Creators of the ASFA claimed that increasing numbers of
children entering foster care highlighted the pressing need
to place more of them into adoption. Moreover, ASFA ad-
vocates maintained that measures to reunite children with
their biological parents had not only increased the number
of children entering foster care but lengthened their stays in
the foster care system. Critics of family preservation argue
that this trend is problematic because children in the foster
care system are at greater risk for abuse than children who
are adopted or live with their biological families. According
to journalist Melissa August, “Often [children in foster care]
are held hostage to abuse and neglect, to bureaucratic foul-
ups and carelessness, condemned to futures in which dreams
cannot come true.”

The ASFA has had some success in helping to remove
children from foster care and placing them with adoptive
families. In 1996, approximately 28,000 children in the
United States were adopted out of foster care. In 1998, after
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the ASFA was passed, the number rose to 36,000. The fol-
lowing year, 46,000 children were adopted, surpassing that
year’s goal of 41,000. So far, the Department of Health and
Human Services has awarded financial bonuses to forty-two
states for increasing their adoption of foster care children.
These figures reflect society’s shift from efforts to preserve
biological ties to finding loving, permanent adoptive homes
for needy children.

Adoption is one of the most controversial issues facing
American families today. Whether adoption is the best solu-
tion for removing children from foster care is one of the is-
sues debated in the following chapter.
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“Children adopted early in infancy do
essentially as well . . . as children in the
general population.”

Adoption Should Be
Encouraged
Elizabeth Bartholet

According to Elizabeth Bartholet, children who are adopted
early in infancy fare as well as children who are raised by their
biological parents. In addition, she argues that adoption is the
best option for troubled children who cannot return to their
homes because of abuse or neglect. Putting such children up
for adoption is far preferable to returning them to their bio-
logical parents or the foster care system, Bartholet contends.
Bartholet is a law professor and the author of Nobody’s Chil-
dren: Abuse, Neglect, Foster Drift, and the Adoption Alternative,
from which the following excerpt was taken.

As you read, consider the following questions:
1. What are three recently enacted initiatives designed to

increase the number of adopted children, as cited by
Bartholet?

2. What evidence does the author cite to support her view
that people are willing to adopt children with special
needs?

3. According to Bartholet, why does the public stigmatize
adoption?

Elizabeth Bartholet, Nobody’s Children: Abuse, Neglect, Foster Drift, and the Adoption
Alternative. Boston, MA: Beacon Press, 2000, pp. 18–24. Copyright © 2000 by
Beacon Press. Reproduced with permission.
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There is a lot of positive talk about adoption today, and
some action. One can easily get the sense that a revolu-

tion is in the works. [Former president Bill Clinton] has an-
nounced his Adoption 2002 initiative, calling for a doubling
in the number of children adopted out of foster care. Con-
gress has passed within the space of just a few years several
pieces of legislation designed to promote adoption. New fed-
eral laws ban racial barriers to adoption, limit the excesses of
family-preservation policies, encourage child welfare agen-
cies to move more children at earlier stages into adoptive
homes, and encourage potential adoptive parents by giving
them tax credits for adoption expenses. State and local lead-
ers have initiated reforms to place renewed emphasis on chil-
dren’s safety and welfare, and to make adoption a higher pol-
icy priority. And in the last few years the number of adoptions
has been rising, with some states showing dramatic increases.

Today’s talk of adoption, and some new initiatives in the
works, raise the hope that our society might be ready to
make genuine changes in its child welfare system, taking
adoption seriously for the first time as an option for children
whose parents are not capable of parenting. But it will take
a lot of work to turn that hope into reality.

The Need for Adoption
Estimates indicate that as of 1998 roughly 110,000 children
in foster care had been freed for adoption, or had an adoption
plan—about 20 percent of those in out-of-home care. Fifty-
nine percent of these children are African-American, 29 per-
cent are white, 10 percent are Hispanic, and 2 percent are of
other races or ethnicities. But the need for adoption cannot
be measured by these numbers. Many children are being kept
in their families and in foster care, and shuffled back and
forth between the two, for whom adoption should be consid-
ered, but is not. The claim has been that adoption wouldn’t
be good for them—that children are almost always best off
with their parents. The assumption has been that adoption
wouldn’t be possible anyway—that the homes just aren’t
there for the black children, the damaged children, and the
older children that dominate the foster care population.

The evidence is clear that adoption works, and that it is
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the best of the available alternatives for children who have
been subjected to abuse or neglect. This is true in terms of
all the measures social scientists use to assess well-being, in-
cluding measures of self-esteem and outcome measures re-
lated to later education, employment, crime and the like. It
is also true in terms of abuse and neglect rates. Indeed,
adopted children are less likely to suffer child abuse than is
the norm in the general population of children raised by
their biological parents.

Family preservationists’ claim that adoption harms chil-
dren by depriving them of their family and roots relies on
speculative theories that adoptees suffer from “genealogical
bewilderment” and the like. But empirical studies that assess
how carefully selected samples and control groups of chil-
dren actually fare in life, based on all the measures of human
well-being that social scientists have devised, reveal no dam-
age suffered by virtue of transferring children from their bi-
ological parents to adoptive parents. Children adopted early
in infancy do essentially as well, on measures of self-esteem,
attachment, and performance, as children in the general
population. These studies confirm that what is central to
children’s welfare is that they be placed in an appropriately
nurturing permanent home as early in life as possible.

1. But can adoption work for today’s foster care population?
Adoption skeptics say no. They say that the children in

foster care are too damaged, and many of them too old, for
adoption to work. They point to the numbers who are born
impaired by drugs and alcohol, the numbers who suffer from
physical and mental disabilities, the numbers who have been
subjected to extreme forms of abuse and neglect, and the
numbers who are in their teens, having first suffered harm in
their original homes, followed by many years adrift in the
foster care system, or moving back and forth from foster
homes to their homes of origin. They argue that while adop-
tion might work for healthy infants, it can’t work for these
children. They note that significant numbers of adoptions
from foster care “disrupt,” with the children sent back from
their adoptive homes into the foster care system. They claim
that the only solutions for this damaged, older population of
children lie in renewed emphasis on family preservation, on
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long-term foster care or guardianship, and on group or in-
stitutional homes.

But the evidence indicates that adoption can and does
work for children who are damaged and for children who are
older. These children do have extra-ordinary needs. Most of
them are far more likely to find the extra-ordinary parenting
they require to overcome their history and heal their injuries
in the adoptive parent population than in the families that
subjected them to abuse and neglect, or in temporary foster
care, or in institutional care.

Children with Special Needs
A significant percentage of today’s foster care and group
home population are infants, many of whom were born
showing the effects of their mother’s use of alcohol and
drugs during pregnancy. Many were removed as a result of
their parents’ substance abuse and related maltreatment dur-
ing the period soon after birth. Drug experts have been ar-
guing for years that “crack babies” and other infants whose
mothers used licit and illicit drugs during pregnancy have a
variety of special needs requiring special care, but that with
that care they can flourish. These experts have advocated
vigorously against simply writing off this generation of chil-
dren and have testified specifically to their adoptability.

Studies of children who have suffered enormous emo-
tional damage as a result of abuse and neglect, or wartime
atrocities, show that adoption has the capacity to help many
such children heal and recover, so that they can lead essen-
tially normal lives. Adoption critics point to the adoption
disruption statistics, but given the damage that so many fos-
ter care children have suffered, the fact that only roughly 10
percent of the adoptions out of the foster care system disrupt
should be seen as a mark of the success achieved in these
adoptive relationships. Studies of special-needs adoptions
generally show that these adoptive families form the same
kind of loving, committed, and satisfying family relation-
ships as those formed in other adoptive families.

It is true that some older children in foster care have de-
veloped meaningful ties with biological parents, but adop-
tion need not destroy such ties. There is an increasing ten-
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dency toward openness in adoption which would allow chil-
dren to gain the permanence and committed parenting of an
adoptive family, while maintaining healthy links with their
family of origin.

Adoption Creates Families
Adoption is not a problem. Adoption is a solution. There are
people all over this country who would like to be parents,
and who would be fine parents, but who are not able to grow
babies. There are children all over this world who no longer
have parents, or whose parents are unable to care for them.
When these two get together, it is not a trauma. It is not a
minefield. There’s a word for it. It’s called a family.
Marjorie Hershey, Adoptive Families, March/April 1998.

It is also true that adoption works better for children
when they are placed in infancy and when they have not
been horribly damaged by abuse and neglect, or by the in-
consistency and uncertainty in parenting arrangements
characteristic of foster care. Adoption studies regularly con-
firm that age at the time of placement is the key predictor
for how well adopted children will do. This is no surprise.
And it is obviously no argument for giving up on adoption as
a solution for the foster care population. Adoption will still
work better for most foster children than any other option,
although it is undoubtedly true that some children are so
damaged by the maltreatment they suffered or by their ex-
perience in the child welfare system that they have to be rel-
egated to institutional care.

Helping Children Early
These adoption studies are an argument for moving children
out of their biological homes and on to adoptive homes as
soon as it is reasonably clear that they are not likely to re-
ceive the kind of care from their parents that they need to
thrive. Delay in adoption may not necessarily permanently
destroy children. But abuse and neglect combined with fos-
ter drift injure children in ways that not only cause suffering
but also damage their life prospects, diminishing the chances
for them to flourish in the way that children adopted as in-
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fants typically do flourish. All too many foster children to-
day are older and have suffered damage, and do as a result
have diminished life prospects even in adoption. But these
are realities that are in our power to change.

2. But can adoptive families be found for today’s foster care pop-
ulation?

Adoption skeptics say no. They argue that potential adop-
tive parents are limited in number and interested only in
healthy infants, and that the whites who make up most of the
adoptive parent pool are not interested in the nonwhite chil-
dren who make up most of the foster care pool.

The reality is that we have done more to drive prospective
parents away from the foster care system than to draw them
in. We could expand the existing parent pool by recruiting
broadly; now we recruit on the most limited basis. We could
socialize prospective parents in ways that would open their
minds to the idea of parenting children born to other par-
ents and other racial groups, and children who have physical
and mental disabilities; for the most part we now do just the
opposite.

Increasing Demand
Skeptics talk as if the number of adoptive parents and the na-
ture of their interests were fixed in stone. In fact the “de-
mand” for adoption is extremely malleable. What exists to-
day is a reality that our social policies have created. History
demonstrates our power to reshape this reality. Prior to the
mid-nineteenth century there was no apparent interest in
adoption, because there was no legal mechanism enabling
adoption. It took legislative and administrative action setting
up an adoption system before adoptive parents could step
forward, but now that such a system has been created we
have well over 100,000 adoptions per year, more than half of
which are adoptions by nonrelatives. Prior to World War II
there was no apparent interest in international adoption, but
now that systems have been set up enabling prospective par-
ents to adopt children from abroad, many thousands of for-
eign children per year come into the United States to be
adopted by U.S. citizens—15,774 in fiscal year 1998. Until a
couple of decades ago, the only children considered adopt-
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able were healthy infants. Now that efforts have been made
to recruit parents for children with disabilities, there are
waiting lists for Down’s Syndrome children and for other
children who used to be relegated to institutional care. Even
children with extreme disabilities have been placed by child
welfare agencies that have made the effort to reach out to lo-
cate and educate potential adopters. NACAC—the North
American Council on Adoptable Children—says that no child
in the foster care system should be considered unadoptable.

The potential pool of adoptive parents is enormous—it
dwarfs the pool of waiting children. About 1.2 million
women are infertile and 7.1 percent of married couples, or
2.1 million. The infertile are potentially a significant re-
source for children in need of homes, but at present only a
limited number of them adopt. It is even more rare for the
fertile to think of adoption as a way to build, or add to, their
family. About 1 percent of women age 18–44, or 500,000,
are currently seeking to adopt. Only 0.2 percent, or 100,000,
had applied to an adoption agency. It is safe to assume that
millions more would have pursued adoption had our social
policies encouraged rather than discouraged them.

Ours is a society that glorifies reproduction, drives the in-
fertile to pursue treatment at all costs, socializes them to think
of adoption as a second-class form of parenting to be pursued
only as a last resort, and regulates adoption in a way that
makes it difficult, degrading, and expensive. We could instead
encourage not only the infertile but the fertile to think of
adoption as a normal way to build their families. We now ask
young couples when they are going to have their first baby.
We could ask them when they are thinking of expanding their
family, and whether they are thinking about adoption or pro-
creation or both. We could encourage all adult members of
our society to think that their responsibility as members of
the national community includes caring for the youngest
members of that community when care is needed. . . .

Providing a Future
We know better than we do. We know that children require
nurturing environments to thrive today and to have promis-
ing prospects for tomorrow. Common sense, confirmed by
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the research, tells us that children who are severely abused
and neglected will do best if removed and placed perma-
nently with families where they will receive the kind of nur-
turing likely to help them recover from their wounds. Com-
mon sense, confirmed by the research, tells us they would do
better yet if we moved them when abuse and neglect were
first manifest. This does not mean that in all cases of severe
abuse and neglect we should immediately terminate the par-
ents’ rights and move children on to adoption. But it does
mean that we should consider immediate termination of
parental rights in many more cases and place a much higher
priority on prompt adoptive placement.

We also know, or should know, that once we decide that
children cannot be adequately nurtured in their homes of
origin, they will be best off if we focus not simply on keep-
ing them connected with their roots, but on taking care of
them today in a way that will enable them to function to-
morrow. Richard Barth, of the Jordan Institute for Families
at the University of North Carolina School of Social Work,
stands out as one of the few scholars willing to state the ob-
vious: that for children to thrive it is important that we fo-
cus not just on their past but on their present and their fu-
ture; that it matters if they are brought up by people who are
capable of nurturing them, and in schools and communities
where they can learn and be safe from violence.

130



131

“Adoption is ethically wrong and morally
indefensible.”

Adoption Should Be Abolished
Evelyn Burns Robinson

In the following viewpoint, Evelyn Burns Robinson argues
that adoption is wrong because it is a permanent solution to
temporary problems. She contends that instead of promot-
ing adoption, society should help mothers struggling with
poverty or mental illness. Robinson believes that the biolog-
ical ties between mother and child should never be severed.
Robinson is a former high school teacher and a social worker
with the Association Representing Mothers Separated from
their Children (ARMS). She is the author of Adoption and
Loss: The Hidden Grief, the source of the following viewpoint.

As you read, consider the following questions:
1. What “humane alternative” to adoption was enacted by

the New Zealand government in 2000, according to
Robinson?

2. What solution does the author propose for assisting
children who are not safe with their natural parents?

3. According to Robinson, what is the only appropriate
situation for separating a child from his or her parents?

Evelyn Burns Robinson, Adoption and Loss: The Hidden Grief, Christies Beach,
Australia: Clova, 2000, pp. 189–202. Copyright © 2000 by Clova Publications.
Reproduced with permission.
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There is no justification for adoption. Why do some gov-
ernments persist in issuing adopted children with new

birth certificates, which are a fabrication? It is offensive to
natural mothers to find that both their existence and their ex-
perience are so easily obliterated with the stroke of a pen.
Adopted people also object to their original details being of-
ficially erased. [Therapist Betty Jean] Lifton describes how,
because of the fact that they are issued with a new birth cer-
tificate, adopted people grow up believing that their ‘birth
heritage is disposable.’ [Feminist Joss] Shawyer describes the
falsification of birth records as, ‘an insult to personal dignity.’

Changing Practices
Our moral awareness is continually growing. Policies and
practices that once were acceptable are no longer tolerated.
Slavery was legal in the United States until just over a hun-
dred years ago. Now it is abhorred. In 1999, we are appalled
to think that communities once bought and sold people, up-
rooting them from their families and transplanting them
elsewhere. To us, it is clear that slavery is ethically wrong
and morally indefensible. We wonder how apparently up-
right, moral people, such as ministers of religion, could not
only defend but practise slavery, extolling its virtues. Slav-
ery’s defenders pointed out that slaves were better off being
owned by a good master, that it provided them with a home
and security and rescued them from a life of disadvantage.
Slaves were expected to be grateful. It took a long time for
these ideas to be challenged. Now we take for granted the
basic human right of freedom, the respect for human dignity
that does not allow trade in human beings. Why did people
buy slaves? Because they wanted them and society said that
they could.

In some countries, such as Australia, adoption is still legal.
In some countries it has never existed and never will. In such
places, people would react with horror to the very idea of
permanently changing the parenthood and genealogy of a
child. Adoption’s defenders describe how adoption saves
children from a lifetime of disadvantage, gives them security
and a good home, for which they should be grateful. Does
that sound familiar? Why did people adopt children? Be-
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cause they wanted them and society said that they could.
It is time for society to realise that adoption is ethically

wrong and morally indefensible. The idea that adoption is
socially acceptable needs to be strenuously challenged.
People need to be educated to see adoption for what it is,
and to abandon it, in the same way that they had to be edu-
cated to denounce slavery.

Sadly, most academics who write about adoption take it as
a given and do not question its existence. [Professor David]
Howe et al, for example, write about, ‘. . . the conditions that
make adoption necessary.’ There are no conditions that make
adoption necessary, because adoption is not necessary and it
never has been necessary. Adoption was a social experiment.
The tragic outcomes of this experiment make it clear that the
way ahead must be a future without adoption. Robert Lud-
brook, a lawyer and founding member of Jigsaw, presented an
interesting paper at the Adoption and Healing Conference in
New Zealand in 1997 entitled Closing the Wound, subtitled,
An Argument for the Abolition of Adoption. In it he explains why
he believes that, ‘. . . adoption no longer serves any overrid-
ing social purpose which outweighs its negative aspects.’ At
the time of writing this [viewpoint], January 2000, the New
Zealand government is considering the question of whether
or not to abolish adoption and replace it with a system of “le-
gal parenthood” which would convey the rights and respon-
sibilities of parenthood without changing the child’s identity
and without involving secrecy and inaccessible records. It will
be very interesting to see if New Zealand has the courage to
take the lead in putting an end to adoption and putting the
effort into creating a more humane alternative. [“Legal par-
enthood” was enacted that same year.]

Suffer the Children and Mothers
Mothers grieve for the loss of their children and children
grieve for the loss of their mothers. Natural mothers and
adopted people deserve appropriate services to assist them to
deal with their grief, but we must be very careful to distin-
guish between addressing the needs of those whose lives
have already been affected by adoption and preventing fur-
ther grief. There is no evidence, to my knowledge, that pro-
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viding counselling before removing women’s children from
them will prevent them suffering from future grief reactions
associated with the loss of those children. There is no
“right” way to perform a permanent, legal separation of a
mother from her child. Regardless of any counselling which
occurs, these mothers will still have to deal with the fact that
they have apparently voluntarily given away their children
and that their children still exist and so their loss will never
be final. Those mothers whose children are taken from them
without their consent are still considered to be responsible,
as the separation has apparently been caused by their failure
to provide a safe home environment for their children. Nei-
ther is any amount of counselling for mothers at the time of
separating them from their children going to help those
children to come to terms with their loss. Mothers and chil-
dren separated by adoption grieve because they have been
separated. Extenuating factors exacerbate their grief, but the
actual cause of the grief is the separation itself.

Adoption Commodifies Children
The child is never a party to the “contract” which transforms
him into an adoptee. Both adoptees and parents are subjected
to inhuman and degrading treatment when there is needless
separation of the child from the parent, when the system and
special interests commodify the child according to “supply
and demand,” and when adoption is pursued as a punitive re-
sponse to illegitimacy, unwed parenthood, poverty or social
class. Closed adoption in particular is regarded by activists as
a form of child abuse.
Lori Carangelo, www.abolishadoption.com, updated July 4, 2002.

There are certainly children, sadly, who are not safe with
their natural families. How are we to care for them? A safe
environment needs to be found for them, preferably with
members of their extended family or social circle, in a situa-
tion with which they are already familiar. Family links should
be maintained at all costs. There is never any need for a per-
manent, legal separation of parents and children. If there are
children who are genuinely not safe growing up with their
original families and find themselves growing up with those
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to whom they are not related, their original names and iden-
tities must be maintained. There must be no more pretence
and denial. These children have a right to know who they are
and to whom they are related.

Adoption has traditonally been used as a punishment for
the parents, although welfare agencies would not admit to
this. What they fail to realise is that this separation is also a
punishment for the children. Separating parents from chil-
dren does not teach the parents to modify their behaviour,
nor does it offer them any hope or incentive to do so. It does
not teach them parenting skills; it also does not prevent the
parents from having more children. If our current foster care
system is not serving children well, that is no excuse to con-
tinue to have them adopted. That is a reason to improve the
service we can provide to children in need. The whole sys-
tem of alternative care for children needs to be redesigned
with the best interests of children in mind. We need to look
closely at foster care and at guardianship so that we can pro-
vide what children need, whether it is short term or long
term care. Our children deserve the best care that we can
provide for them. I have great admiration for those who
open their homes to children in need, expecting nothing in
return but the satisfaction of knowing that they have made a
difference. There is a trend in many countries now towards
family preservation programmes, in which efforts are made
to keep families together. Hopefully, these will gradually
take the place of adoption policies, which actually cause fam-
ily breakdown.

Feeling Secure
There are some who say that children need the security of
adoption. Children do, certainly, benefit from a feeling of
security, but they do not necessarily obtain that from being
adopted. In fact, it is not an adoption order that provides
children with security. In many cases people adopt a child
only to decide after some time that they no longer want the
child. The child is then returned to the authorities, some-
times fostered, sometimes re-adopted. It is unconditional
love that provides children with a feeling of security, not a
piece of paper. Many children feel happy and secure living
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with people who are not their parents, regardless of whether
they are adopted or not and, sadly, many children do not feel
appreciated, nor secure, living with their natural or adoptive
parents. Adoptive parents sometimes divorce and separate,
they abuse and neglect their children, just as natural parents
do. What children in need of care certainly do deserve is to
maintain their identity and their links with their families and
to grow up with honesty and openness. Our children and our
families deserve the best possible service in times of crisis.

There seems to be a growing emphasis, especially in the
United States, on the provision of material possessions.
Young women are still being pressured into giving away their
children simply because they are in a disadvantaged position
(which is probably temporary) financially. This emphasis is
quite inappropriate and very saddening. A sense of belonging
and of being valued cannot be bought. I am sure that if a ran-
dom sample of the adult population was questioned about
their fondest childhood memories, very few of them would
mention the amount of money that was spent on them. Chil-
dren and their parents should only be separated when there
is an issue of the child’s safety, not ever simply because some-
one else is in a position to spend more money on that child.

Women must stop taking other women’s children. If a
woman is unable to care for her child because she lacks the
skills, then we should try to teach her the skills. If a woman
is temporarily in a situation that would be unsafe for her
child, then by all means care for the child elsewhere, but in
the meantime help the woman to get out of her dangerous
situation. If poverty is the issue, then strategies need to be
put in place to address the poverty. Women in trouble need
support. They do not need to be made to feel even more
powerless by being robbed of their children. We must stop
using the permanent practice of adoption to solve what are
often temporary problems. If there is a permanently unsuit-
able situation, for example where the mother suffers from a
mental health problem which would put her child at risk,
then we should arrange for the child to be cared for else-
where, but should not abandon and punish the mother. Both
mother and child will benefit from enjoying an on-going, if
necessary supervised, relationship. There is no justification
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in such cases for changing the child’s identity and pretend-
ing that the child has a different mother. If a woman wishes
to have a child and is unable to, she has no right to take a
child from another woman to fulfil her desire. Adoption is
largely a women’s issue as women are the ones who bear
children. Men, unfortunately, are most often the ones who
make adoption policies. Women must make their voices
heard and force changes to outdated adoption policies. . . .

Adoption Touches Numerous Lives
For each adoption that takes place, many people are af-
fected. Each adopted person has four parents, they may have
siblings in their adoptive family and siblings in their natural
family (say two of each), they may have a partner themselves
and children of their own, perhaps two. This makes an aver-
age of twelve people directly affected by each adoption, be-
fore we even consider grandparents and other extended fam-
ily members. In the United States it has been estimated that
there are currently six million adopted people. World-wide,
there is a vast number of people whose lives have been di-
rectly affected by adoption. These are the casualties of adop-
tion. At the International Conference on Adoption and
Healing held in New Zealand in 1997, Keith Griffith said,
‘Healing needs to be more than running an ambulance at the
bottom of the cliff. It must also demand the removal of fac-
tors that push people over the top.’

Perhaps now we can all recognise that those whose lives
have been affected by adoption have been damaged by the
experience and are entitled to assistance and support. It is
time for society to acknowledge that the grief of those who
have been separated by adoption is legitimate and is, in fact,
the appropriate, expected response to their experiences.
Hopefully the community in general will now realise that
family members who have been separated by adoption are
still family members and that it is natural and commendable
for them to wish to know each other. Let us hope that we
can look forward to a more enlightened future, where par-
ents are supported to raise their own children and where ev-
eryone recognises that it is wrong to take another person’s
child, no matter what the circumstances.
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“Children who grow up with . . . gay or
lesbian parents fare as well . . . as do
children whose parents are heterosexual.”

Gays and Lesbians Should Have
the Right to Adopt
Albert R. Hunt

In the following viewpoint, Albert R. Hunt argues that pro-
hibiting adoptions by gay and lesbian couples hurts children.
Hunt contends that denying homosexual couples the right to
adopt relegates more children to foster care than is neces-
sary. In addition, he maintains that children raised by gay
parents do as well as children reared by heterosexual parents.
Hunt is an executive editor at the Wall Street Journal.

As you read, consider the following questions:
1. According to the author, how has Bill Clinton improved

adoption policies for gay and lesbian couples?
2. What arguments do the “homophobic right” use to

support their rejection of homosexual adoptions, as
stated by the author?

3. According to Hunt, how are homosexual adoptions
similar to transracial adoptions?

Albert R. Hunt, “Blocking Gay Adoptions Hurts Kids,” Wall Street Journal,
March 21, 2002, p. A23. Copyright © 2002 by Dow Jones & Company, Inc.
Reproduced with permission.
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Imagine breaking up families and sentencing thousands of
kids to perpetual foster care. Yet, under the guise of family

values, that’s exactly what some social conservatives would do.
Groups like the Family Research Council, and the Tradi-

tional Values Coalition, headed by renowned hate monger
Lou Sheldon, want to deny gays and lesbians the right to
adopt children. Unfortunately this put-these-kids-last pos-
ture has the backing of both President George W. Bush and
his brother, Florida Governor Jeb Bush.

Getting Real
In a perfect world, each of the more than 100,000 kids wait-
ing to be adopted would be taken in by a caring, responsible
husband and wife. But, as Adam Pertman, author of Adoption
Nation: How the Adoption Revolution is Transforming America,
notes: “It’s far from a perfect world when it comes to adop-
tion.” Most kids who can’t fit into that perfect world are bet-
ter off with single parents or gay and lesbian parents.

The issue crystallized when a federal judge upheld a mean-
spirited quarter-century-old Florida law that bans adoption
by gays or lesbians. There are only two other states, Missis-
sippi and Utah, that prohibit adoptions by gay couples, but
there are efforts to make it more difficult elsewhere.

This is hypocrisy writ large. Gay and lesbian couples in
Florida can adopt a child in most other states, so it’s the kids
who are hurt. Moreover, while the social right insists on the
sanctity of married couple adoptions, one out of four Florida
adoptions is by a single parent.

With the work of former president Bill Clinton, America’s
most pro-adoption president, and sympathetic GOP con-
gressional leaders, adoption is on the upswing. There are
more generous tax breaks, states are rewarded for moving
kids more expeditiously out of foster care, and transracial
barriers are eroding. In 2000, the number of kids adopted
from the public foster-care system doubled from five years
earlier to 50,000.

Still, the supply outstrips the demand. There were 134,000
children waiting to be adopted in 2000. These aren’t babies.
On average they are over eight years of age and have been
waiting for more than three years.
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Support from the Experts
The American Academy of Pediatricians recently supported
gay adoptions or, more precisely, second-parent adoptions in
same-sex couples: “Children who grow up with one or two
gay or lesbian parents fare as well in emotional, cognitive,
social and sexual functioning as do children whose parents
are heterosexual,” the pediatricians reported.

“We looked at a lot of data and there is no support for a
commonly held belief that these kids are at special risk or do
poorly,” says Dr. Joseph Hagan, a Burlington, V.T., pediatri-
cian who chaired the committee that directed the study.

Other medical associations and prominent adoption advo-
cates, such as the Dave Thomas Center for Adoption, sup-
port this view. But the homophobic right went ballistic. Lou
Sheldon labeled the pediatricians a “homosexual” group that
wanted to tear down the American family. The Family Re-
search Council insisted data showed this is “incontrovertibly
inconsistent” with raising healthy kids. Foes of gay and les-
bian adoptions, frequently cite a study by two University of
Southern California academics published in the American
Sociological Review, which they claim proves harmful effects
of gay and lesbian parenting.

“That is totally false,” replies sociologist Judith Stacey,
one of the authors of that study. “They use phony research
and then egregiously distort real research.”

Professor Stacey’s study, actually a review of all the sur-
veys on the subject, paralleled the pediatricians’ conclusions.
There was one very small British study involving about 50
children which showed kids with a gay or lesbian parent are
more inclined to have a homosexual experience. But, she
says, that’s not conclusive.

Caring for Kids with Special Needs
It also is largely irrelevant to current realities. Hard data on
adoption is remarkably elusive—the census asked an adop-
tion question for the first time in 2000—but the very reliable
Evan B. Donaldson Institute estimates that 30% to 40% of
kids in foster care are physically disabled, and as many as
60% have some sort of psychological disorder. There’s con-
siderable anecdotal evidence suggesting gays and lesbians dis-
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proportionately are willing to take these hard-to-adopt kids.
In the Florida case, two gay men wanted to adopt a 10-

year-old, HIV-positive boy they’d cared for since he was an
infant. Governor Bush’s administration also is fighting the
efforts of another gay man to adopt a 9-year-old boy he’s
cared for ever since he was abandoned by his parents.

There are an estimated 3,400 foster care kids in Florida
waiting for adoption. Many, like these two children, suffer
special disadvantages. If gays or lesbians aren’t permitted to
adopt these kids, there is only one recourse: they’ll stay in
foster care. So when Ken Conner, the president of the Fam-
ily Research Council, says there’s no justification for adop-
tion by a gay or lesbian couple, he sends a simple message to
these children: Let them rot.

“We’re not talking about kids where there’s a long line

Research on Lesbian and Gay Parenting
All of the research to date has reached the same unequivocal
conclusion about gay parenting: the children of lesbian and
gay parents grow up as successfully as the children of het-
erosexual parents. In fact, not a single study has found the
children of lesbian or gay parents to be disadvantaged be-
cause of their parents’ sexual orientation. Other key findings
include:
• There is no evidence to suggest that lesbians and gay men

are unfit to be parents.
• Home environments with lesbian and gay parents are as

likely to successfully support a child’s development as those
with heterosexual parents.

• Good parenting is not influenced by sexual orientation.
Rather, it is influenced most profoundly by a parent’s abil-
ity to create a loving and nurturing home—an ability that
does not depend on whether a parent is gay or straight.

• There is no evidence to suggest that the children of lesbian
and gay parents are less intelligent, suffer from more prob-
lems, are less popular, or have lower self-esteem than chil-
dren of heterosexual parents.

• The children of lesbian and gay parents grow up as happy,
healthy and well-adjusted as the children of heterosexual
parents.

American Civil Liberties Union, Fact Sheet: Overview of Lesbian and Gay
Parenting, Adoption and Foster Care, April 6, 1999.



around the block to adopt,” notes Mr. Pertman. “Many of
these are the hardest kids to get anybody to take. How any-
one justifies putting a child in the ninth foster home in seven
years rather than be adopted by someone who wants them is
beyond me.”

The situation is analogous to the fight over transracial
adoption. African-American social workers long argued that
to allow whites to adopt black children amounted to “racial
genocide.” Since there weren’t enough prospective African-
American adoptive parents, this meant relegating these mi-
nority kids to perpetual foster care.

But Bill Clinton backed an effort spearheaded by liberal
Democratic Senator Howard Metzenbaum to break down
this barrier. It’s okay to give an African-American preference
in adopting a baby of the same race. But if that’s not possi-
ble, it’s no longer permissible to block a transracial adoption.
This is precisely what ought to be done with gay or lesbian
adoptions in Florida and elsewhere.

Enhancing adoption in America is putting kids first. Bill
Clinton was right to take on one of his constituencies, black
social workers, to further this goal. It will be instructive to see
whether Jeb and George W. Bush likewise care more about
these kids who need homes, or are more interested in pan-
dering to one of their constituencies, the homophobic right.
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“[Homosexual adoptions] would cause
problems for numerous children.”

Gays and Lesbians Should Not
Have the Right to Adopt
Paul Cameron

In the following viewpoint, Paul Cameron argues that
groups recommending that gays and lesbians be allowed to
adopt misrepresent studies on the effects of gay and lesbian
parenting. Cameron charges that such groups care more
about identity politics than they do about children. The fact
is, he maintains, numerous studies prove that the children of
gay and lesbian couples have more emotional problems and
perform worse at school than children of heterosexual par-
ents. Cameron is chairman of the Family Research Council
Institute in Colorado Springs, Colorado.

As you read, consider the following questions:
1. As stated by the author, what are the three sets of

information on the issue of homosexual adoption?
2. According to Cameron, what was the difference in self-

esteem between children of homosexual parents and
those of heterosexual parents?

3. What is an example the author gives of how gay-rights
activists manipulate data to serve their own ends?

Paul Cameron, “Symposium—Q: Does Adoption By Gay or Lesbian Couples Put
American Children at Risk? Yes: The Conclusions of the American Academy of
Pediatrics Are Not to Be Believed,” Insight on the News, Vol. 18, April 22, 2002,
pp. 40–44. Copyright © 2002 by News World Communications, Inc. Reproduced
with permission.
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On February 4, 2000, the American Academy of Pediatrics
(AAP) recommended “legal and legislative efforts” to al-

low children “born to or adopted by one member of a gay or
lesbian couple” to be adopted by the homosexual partner.
Such a law effectively would eliminate the possibility of adop-
tion by other family members following the death of the par-
ent. It also would cause problems for numerous children.

The AAP, like many other professional organizations, ap-
parently was too caught up in promoting identity politics to
address all the evidence relevant to homosexual adoption. In
its report, the organization offered only positive evidence
about gays and lesbians as parents. “In fact,” the report con-
cluded, “growing up with parents who are lesbian or gay
may confer some advantages to children.” Really?

Problems with Homosexual Parents
There are three sets of information on the issue: clinical re-
ports of psychiatric disturbance of children with homosexual
parents, testimonies of children with homosexual parents
concerning their situation and studies that have compared
the children of homosexuals with the children of nonhomo-
sexuals. The AAP ignored the first two sets and had to
cherry-pick the comparative studies to arrive at the claim
that “[n]o data have pointed to any risk to children as a re-
sult of growing up in a family with one or more gay parents.”

A number of clinical reports detail “acting-out behavior,”
homosexual seduction, elective muteness and the desire for
a mother by children with homosexual parents. I am un-
aware of a single child being disturbed because his mother
and father were married.

The AAP also ignored the testimonies of children with
homosexual parents—probably the best evidence since these
kids had to “live with it” rather than deal with a theory.
More than 150 children with homosexual parents have pro-
vided, in extensive interviews, detailed evidence of the diffi-
culties they encountered as a result. A study Paul and Kirk
Cameron published this year in Psychological Reports ana-
lyzed the content of 57 life-story narratives by children with
homosexual parents assembled by lesbian researchers Louise
Rafkin (United States) and Lisa Saffron (Britain).
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In these narratives, children in 48 of the 52 families (92
percent) mentioned one or more “problems.” Of the 213
problems which were scored—including hypersexuality, in-
stability, molestation, domestic violence—children attributed
201 (94 percent) to their homosexual parent(s).

Here are four sample excerpts:
• One 9-year-old girl said: “My biological mother is S.

and my other mother is L. We’ve lived together for a year.
Before that L. lived across the street. . . . My mom met L.;
L. had just broken up with someone. We moved in together
because it got complicated going back and forth every night.
All of a sudden I felt like I was a different person because my
mom was a lesbian. . . . I get angry because I can’t tell any-
body about my mom. The kids at school would laugh. . . .
They say awful things about lesbians . . . then they make fun
of me. Having lesbian mothers is nothing to laugh about. . . .
I have told my [mother] that she has made my life difficult.”

• A 12-year-old boy in the United Kingdom said: “Mum
. . . has had several girlfriends in my lifetime. . . . I don’t go
around saying that I’ve got two mums. . . . If we are sitting
in a restaurant eating, she’ll say, ‘I want you to know about
all these sex things.’ And she’ll go on about everything, just
shouting it out. . . . Sometimes when mum embarrasses me,
I think, ‘I wish I had a dad.’ . . . Been to every gay pride
march. Last year, while attending, we went up to a field . . .
when two men came up to us. One of them started touching
me. I didn’t want to go this year because of that.”

• According to a 39-year-old woman: “In my memories,
I’m always looking for my mother and finding her with a
woman doing things I don’t understand. . . . Sometimes they
blame me for opening a door that wasn’t even locked. . . . [At
about the age of 10], I noticed a door that I hadn’t yet
opened. Inside I saw a big bed. My mother sat up suddenly
and stared at me. She was with B. . . . and then B. shouted,
‘You f***ing sneaking brat!’ My mother never said a word.
[Then came N.] I came to hate N. because of the way she
and my mother fought every night. They screamed and
bickered and whined and pouted over everything. N. closed
my mother’s hand in the car door. . . . She and N. hadn’t
made love in seven years.”
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• According to a 19-year-old man: “When I was about 7,
my mother told me that this woman, D., was going to stay
with us for a while—and she never left! I didn’t think any-
thing much about it until I was about 10. . . . It just became
obvious because she and my mother were sleeping together.
A few months after D. left, my mother started to see another
woman, but that didn’t last. Then she got involved with a dif-
ferent woman . . . ; she’d be violent toward my mother. . . .
After that she started to go on marches and to women’s
groups. . . . There were some women in these groups who
objected to men altogether, and I couldn’t cope with that.”. . .

Academic Performance
The AAP ignored every comparative study of children that
showed those with homosexual parents experiencing more
problems. These include the largest comparative study, re-
ported in 1996 by Sotirios Sarantakos in the journal, Children
Australia, of 58 elementary schoolchildren raised by coupled
homosexual parents who were closely matched (by age, sex,
grade in school, social class) with 58 children of cohabiting
heterosexual parents and 58 raised by married parents.
Teachers reported that the married couples’ children scored
best at math and language but somewhat lower in social stud-
ies, experienced the highest level of parental involvement at
school as well as at home and had parents with the highest ex-
pectations for them. The children of homosexuals scored
lowest in math and language and somewhat higher in social
studies, were the least popular, experienced the lowest level
of parental involvement at school and at home, had parents
with the lowest expectations for them and least frequently ex-
pressed higher educational and career expectations.

Yet the AAP said that studies have “failed to document any
differences between such groups on . . . academic success.”
The organization’s report also ignored the only empirical
study based upon a random sample that reported on 17 adults
(out of a sample of 5,182) with homosexual parents.

Detailed by Cameron and Cameron in the journal Adoles-
cence in 1996, the 17 were disproportionately apt to report
sexual relations with their parents, more apt to report a less
than exclusively heterosexual orientation, more frequently
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reported gender dissatisfaction and were more apt to report
that their first sexual experience was homosexual.

Asay. © 1999 by Colorado Springs Gazette Telegraph. Reprinted by per-
mission of Creators Syndicate, Inc.

The AAP report also seemingly ignored a 1998 Psycholog-
ical Reports study by Cameron and Cameron that included
the largest number of children with homosexual parents.
That study compared 73 children of homosexuals with 105
children of heterosexuals. Of the 66 problems cited by pan-
els of judges who extensively reviewed the living conditions
and psychological reactions of children of homosexuals un-
dergoing a divorce from heterosexuals, 64 (97 percent) were
attributed to the homosexual parent.

Misrepresenting Data
Finally, while ignoring studies that contradicted its own con-
clusions, the AAP misrepresented numerous findings from
the limited literature it cited. Thus, researcher Sharon Hug-
gins compared 18 children of 16 volunteer/lesbian mothers
with 18 children of 16 volunteer/heterosexual/divorced
mothers on self-esteem. Huggins reported statistically non-
significant differences between the 19 children of mothers
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who were not living with a lover versus the 17 children of
mothers who were living with a lover; and, further, that [the
four] “adolescent daughters with high self-esteem had been
told of their mother’s lesbianism at a mean age of 6.0 years.
In contrast, [the five] adolescent daughters with low self-
esteem had been told at a mean age of 9.6 years” and “three
of four of the mothers with high self-esteem daughters were
currently living with lesbian lovers, but only one of four of
the lesbian mothers with low self-esteem daughters was cur-
rently living with a lesbian lover.”

The AAP cited Huggins as proving that “children’s self-
esteem has been shown to be higher among adolescents
whose mothers (of any sexual orientation) were in a new part-
nered relationship after divorce, compared with those whose
mother remained single, and among those who found out at
a younger age that their parent was homosexual, compared
with those who found out when they were older,” thus trans-
forming statistical nonevents based on niggling numbers of
volunteers into important differences—twice in one sentence!

Risk of Early Death
We have examined more than 10,000 obituaries of homo-
sexuals: The median age of death for lesbians was in the 40s
to 50s; for homosexuals it was in the 40s. Most Americans
live into their 70s. Yet in the 1996 U.S. government sex sur-
vey the oldest lesbian was 49 years old and the oldest gay 54.

Children with homosexual parents are considerably more
apt to lose a parent to death. Indeed, a homosexual couple in
their 30s is roughly equivalent to a nonhomosexual couple in
their late 40s or 50s. Adoption agencies will seldom permit a
couple in their late 40s or 50s adopt a child because of the
risk of parental death, and the consequent social and psy-
chological difficulty for the child. The AAP did not address
this fact—one with profound implications for any child
legally related to a homosexual.

As usual, the media picked up on the AAP report as au-
thoritative, assuming that it represented the consensus of a
large and highly educated membership. Not so. As in other
professional organizations, the vast majority of members pay
their dues, read the journal and never engage in professional
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politics. As a consequence, a small but active minority of
members gains control and uses the organization to promote
its agenda. Too often, the result is ideological literature that
misrepresents the true state of knowledge.

Gay-rights activists have been particularly adept at ma-
nipulating research and reports to their own ends. For years
the media reported that all studies revealed that 10 percent
of the population was homosexual. In fact, few if any studies
ever came to that conclusion. For the next few years we will
have to live with the repeated generalization that all studies
prove homosexual parents are as good for children as het-
erosexual parents, and perhaps even better. What little liter-
ature exists on the subject proves no such thing. Indeed,
translated into the language of accounting, the AAP report
could be described as “cooking the books.”
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How Can Families
Best Be Supported?

CHAPTER4



Chapter Preface
According to Matt Cherry and Molleen Matsumura, editors
for Free Inquiry magazine, “Families are not static, nor is the
world around them. . . . Genuine support for families means
constantly and flexibly re-examining the relationship between
family and society in the lives of free, responsible individuals.”

Indeed, the concept of family has changed considerably
since the 1960s. The entire Western world has seen social
changes such as increasing numbers of women in the work-
place and rising divorce rates. One of the most significant
changes in family structure is the increase in single parent
families. Since 1970, the number of children living in single
parent homes doubled. In 1998, 26 percent of all families
with children were headed by a single parent. Unfortu-
nately, as single parent families have increased, so too have
poverty rates.

The United States has the highest poverty rate of any de-
veloped nation. More than 45 percent of single mothers live
below the poverty line. The United States also has the high-
est rate of child poverty in the Western world. In 2000, more
than 16 percent of children under eighteen lived below the
poverty line, and 37 percent lived in low-income families.
The U.S. child poverty rate is two to three times higher than
the rates of other industrialized nations. Research suggests
that child poverty is linked to poor nutrition and medical
care, parental substance abuse, poor academic performance,
child abuse, and lower quality child care.

Many of those concerned about child poverty believe that
the best way to address the problem is to campaign against
unwed childbearing and single motherhood. In 1996, the
House of Representatives enacted a series of welfare reform
measures that aimed to reduce the number of unwed preg-
nancies and mothers on welfare. These measures gave states
the power to refuse assistance to people under the age of
eighteen and ended payments for additional children born to
a mother already on welfare.

Some social critics point out that supporters of this type
of legislation strive to eliminate the problems associated
with single parenthood by stigmatizing unwed pregnancy
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and single motherhood. According to associate research psy-
chologist Arlene Skolnik, “While not all family restora-
tionists go along with such drastic legislation, they generally
use a language of moral failure and cultural decline to ac-
count for family change.” Skolnik asserts that the United
States is the only Western nation to try to reverse the nega-
tive effects of single motherhood by calling it immoral.
Other developed countries, such as France, the Netherlands,
and Great Britain strive to mitigate the effects of single
motherhood by providing public assistance, subsidized child
care, and paid parental leave from work. As stated by Skol-
nik, “Most other countries. . .have developed policies in sup-
port of working parents, one-parent families, and all families
raising children.”

Families in the United States have undergone significant
changes over the last fifty years. Whether America should
address increasing numbers of single parent households by
revoking public assistance continues to be fiercely debated.
In the following chapter, authors discuss how families can
best be supported.
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“Desperate need on the part of families at
all income levels creates a huge market
demand for [child] care.”

Improved Day Care Would
Benefit the Family
Mona Harrington

In the following viewpoint, Mona Harrington argues that
day care is necessary for most families with two working par-
ents. Increased numbers of women in the workplace con-
tributed to women’s equality but also weakened the country’s
child-care system by eliminating the free care that stay-at-
home mothers provided. Harrington argues that this free
care must be replaced by a national caretaking system that
provides quality child care and maintains equality between
the sexes. Harrington is a political scientist and the author of
Care and Equality: Inventing a New Family Politics.

As you read, consider the following questions:
1. According to the author, how was Zoe Baird typical of

many professional women?
2. As stated by Harrington, why are women in low-paying

jobs worse off in terms of child care than women in
high-paying jobs?

3. What are the four premises that the author offers for
dealing with the problem of day care?

Mona Harrington, “The Care Equation,” American Prospect, Vol. 9, July/August
1998, pp. 61–68. Copyright © 1998 by The American Prospect, Inc. Reproduced
with permission.
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Our family care system is collapsing. When it worked
well, it depended on the unpaid labor of women at

home. Now that we’ve lost a great part of that labor force
and only marginally replaced it, our society has no new
philosophic consensus for an economic system that would
support families as care providers. But there is a further ele-
ment to the problem. As our care system has depended on
the unpaid labor of women, it has depended on women’s in-
equality, and it still does, although in new guises.

Maintaining Women’s Equality
We need new support systems to enable families to provide
good care for their members—on terms of equality for
women. Such systems must be deliberately constructed—
which means politically constructed. We have to decide as a
society about shifts in responsibility for caretaking, shifts in
resources, and shifts in costs. And these shifts have to occur
in three major sectors of society: in government, in the
workplace, and in families themselves.

We do not lack ideas; designs for new care systems are
thick on the ground. But we have an ideological block against
thinking about such designs in the first place. Deep in Amer-
ican political culture lies a powerful belief in private systems
of social organization—belief in the private market as the best
means of organizing the economy, belief in the private family
as the best means of organizing care and social order. But
now most families cannot do all their care work themselves,
nor do they have enough money to buy the care they cannot
provide. So we are a society without enough care—at all in-
come levels—and we are obviously suffering because of it.

This is where liberals come in. Dealing with the collaps-
ing care system in any realistic way means moving the ide-
ological boundary line between what we consider properly
private and properly public business. Moving that line—
widening the scope of public responsibility and broadening
the going conception of public business—has been the his-
torical role of American liberals. But the problem is that
liberals—I mean mainstream liberals in policy-forming, de-
cisionmaking places—are in serious confusion about these
issues.
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Embracing the idea that women’s equal rights should ex-
tend into the workplace, liberals have energetically challenged
old systems of discrimination. But for women to receive equal
treatment, income, status, and authority at work, they have to
follow established male employment models—which gener-
ally do not take families and care into account. And this is
where liberal thinking goes blank. Where do children fit into
this picture? Who takes care of them and pays for their care?
Conservatives invoke family values, meaning a traditional di-
vision of labor in the home. Liberals call for expanding subsi-
dized day care, but they have not squarely confronted the
problem conservatives raise of the need for more family time
and more parental time with children. Nor have liberals, any
more than tradition-bound conservatives, begun to deal seri-
ously with the connections between care and gender equality.
The idea of constructing a blend of publicly financed child care,
shared parental responsibility, and—crucially—family-focused,
equality-focused work time is still in its political infancy.

But the problem is at least on the table. It broke into na-
tional consciousness less through deliberate policy initiatives
than in a series of public dramas during the first Clinton ad-
ministration, when liberals whom Clinton brought with him
into office confronted the care and equality problem without
recognizing its inherent conflicts and explosive potential.
Most significant and most confusing was the Zoe Baird af-
fair, the crisis greeting Bill Clinton on the first day of his
presidency in 1993.

Mothers in the Cabinet
I can still see Zoe Baird leaning toward the microphone be-
fore the Senate Judiciary Committee, eyes puffy, mouth tight,
explaining again and again why she had hired illegal aliens as
nanny and chauffeur while she worked in the top managerial
ranks of the Aetna insurance company, why she had not paid
Social Security taxes on them—and why this should not bar
her appointment to the office of attorney general.

A lawyer and the mother of a small child, she was in several
ways typical of professional women in high-pressure, formerly
all-male workplaces. To operate as equals in such environ-
ments, these women must put in long, often unpredictable
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hours. Unless they can rely on housebusbands, who are rare,
or nearby at-home relatives, who are almost as rare, they fre-
quently need full-time, live-in help to care for their children.
Many, finding their choice of employees limited or relying on
personal references for reliable caregivers, turn, as Baird did,
to the informal network of undocumented immigrant labor.
They thus become lawbreakers—albeit of laws that are so
widely broken that they are generally unenforced. Or they can
compromise their own work hours on a mommy track—in
which case they do not advance along with their male peers,
and they do not become candidates for attorney general.

Distribution of Percentage of Earnings Spent 
on Child Care by Low- and Higher-Earning 
Families That Pay for Care

Urban Institute calculations from the 1997 National Survey of America’s
Families.

President Bill Clinton wanted the attorney general to be
a woman; he wanted a Cabinet that “looked like America.”
With his wife Hillary, he had made a commitment to break
the all-male hold on the most senior cabinet jobs—the four
power positions. He wanted to be a president known for ad-
vancing the equality of women.

Here was the collision of care and equality in the making.
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Not all likely women candidates might have fallen afoul of the
immigration and Social Security laws, but many would—the
top two did, as it turned out. And the country could not have
an identified lawbreaker as its top law enforcer.

In part, the Baird crisis occurred because the intricate
linkage of care and equality was not politically visible. Even
Bill Clinton, the most astute of politicians, didn’t see it. He
knew of Baird’s nanny problem but saw it as a commonplace
situation that Baird was in the process of straightening out
(she was, at the time, seeking green cards for her employees
and paying the back taxes). Senator Joseph Biden, chair of
the Senate Judiciary Committee, did anticipate danger. He
foresaw a public furor erupting at the news of a lawyer earn-
ing $500,000 a year hiring illegal help; it looked like a case
of the rich person choosing not to pay decent wages and
benefits. That is, he saw class conflict.

What neither man could see, because it wasn’t there, was
a liberal frame for the problem in front of them. They had
no idea that when Zoe Baird walked into the Senate com-
mittee room, she carried with her a set of layered and com-
pacted conflicts. They did not grasp that they were watching
an increasingly fragile caretaking structure moving toward
collapse. They did not see a massive collision occurring be-
tween the country’s need for caretaking and the standing
American promise of equality.

Care and Equality
The movement of women toward equality through paid work
was undermining the country’s caretaking. But women’s con-
tinued responsibility for caretaking was, at the same time, un-
dermining their movement toward equality. Statistics tell the
familiar story: women’s wages lower than men’s; women clus-
tered in the lower levels of most workplaces; top corporate
management 95 percent male; women in only 10 to 15 per-
cent of the top positions in the professions, most on mommy
tracks or in “women’s fields”; and even with recent gains, very
few women in the Congress or in governorships.

Bill and Hillary Clinton and their enthusiastic backers in
women’s rights organizations had these statistics in mind in
their determination to appoint a significant number of women
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to the Cabinet and other official positions. But here a plague
of confusions surrounding the very concept of women’s equal-
ity came into play.

The first, set deeply in American history and in main-
stream liberal principle, is that there is no unambiguous con-
cept of women’s equality, as such. The principle to be hon-
ored and protected politically is individual equality, if
women were excluded from medical schools, law firms, or
police forces, and if political parties were not backing them
for stepping-stone offices that led to governorships or to
Congress, the principle being offended was individual equal-
ity. Women were not being judged on individual merit; they
were being judged on the basis of stereotypical ideas about
the nature of women as a sex. When women’s advocates in
the 1960s raised this argument in clear terms, the most egre-
gious barriers to women in the workplace and in public life
began to fall. The powerful idea of fairness to the individual
was the lever that made the difference. . . .

Impossible Choices
The equality problem goes far beyond professional women
like Baird. Most women earning middle-range incomes can-
not afford as much support as their families need, and they
compensate by racing between job and home to provide as
much family care as possible themselves, often working part-
time or flex-time. But workers who limit their time on the
job, by whatever arrangement, tend to remain at the lower
levels of their occupations. And since women are mainly the
ones doing this, their choices—which are entirely reasonable
and humane—are reinforcing the old pattern of women’s
work ghettos.

Women in low-wage jobs are worse off, since most simply
cannot pay for family care. They often rely on relatives,
friends, and neighbors for patchwork care systems that are
fragile at best, creating risks of poor care for children and el-
ders, and off-and-on employment records for the women re-
sponsible for them. Except where meager public subsidies
are available, the frequent result is entrapment of all family
members in a downward economic spiral that makes the
promise of equal opportunity a cruel joke.
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Sadly, care workers themselves generally fall into this last
category. Desperate need on the part of families at all in-
come levels creates a huge market demand for care. But as
most people who need day or elder care have limited re-
sources to pay for it, caretaking wage levels remain low, and
the supply of care workers depends on people who have no
choice but to take low-paid jobs. As a result, we are headed
toward hardening inequality in the creation of a new, low-
wage, servant class that will do our caretaking for us.

Further, as the Zoe Baird story illustrates, a main source
of low-wage service labor is immigration—legal and illegal
and largely Hispanic. Depending on these workers, we cre-
ate not just a servant class, but one made up of ethnic mi-
norities who, in large part, do not have the power—and of-
ten not even voting rights—to improve their employment
conditions politically.

And here is yet another layer of complication in this long
story, in a more recent nanny affair—the trial of the au pair
Louise Woodward for the death of a baby in her care—the
media’s stories were filled with controversy about working
mothers. In this case, the mother was a doctor with only a
part-time practice. Nonetheless, many people blamed her,
not the au pair, for the baby’s death, reflecting the still-
strong conviction that women who can afford to stay home
should not be at work in the first place; they should be at
home taking care of their families.

Women as Natural Caretakers
Bolstering this belief is the enduring power of the idea that
women have a natural capacity for the care of children and
others, and that these natural gifts make it right, not simply
convenient, for the woman of the family to provide or over-
see its care. Whether this idea stems from moral conviction,
personal observation, or emotional longing for the securities
of a simpler time, it clouds recognition of the fact that most
American women are not at home and are not going home—
at least on the old terms.

In a final twist, the idea of women’s natural caretaking
qualities has another powerful effect, which was also at play
in the Zoe Baird affair. Some people feel that if women are
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good at the emotional work of caring for others, they are not
good at work that depends on disciplined rationality and
toughness—like law.

Missing in this equality-blocking box of stereotypes, how-
ever, is the idea that someone who has done caretaking, who
understands its demands, who knows its importance, and
who recognizes a caretaking crisis when she sees it would be
a highly valuable decisionmaker in government or the private
sector.

The problem is that as a society we still accept a whole
series of connected dichotomies: men/women; tough/soft;
reason/emotion; public life/private life. Soft, emotional
women are supposed to take care of private life. Tough, ra-
tional men are supposed to manage the demanding, danger-
ous world. In this general picture, concern about care be-
longs on the feminine, private side of the boundary.

Making care a legitimate public issue, a mixed public-
private responsibility, requires dissolving the dichotomies.
This is why including women, as women, in public decision-
making is important. For one thing, women’s presence and
visibility in public life weakens the hold of dichotomous
thinking. And women have, in fact, furthered this disruption
by insisting on putting care high on the public agenda. For-
mer Representative Patricia Schroeder introduced a family
and medical leave bill in 1985 and fought for it until it was
finally passed in 1993. Child care, health care, and educa-
tion—the gender gap issues—are consistently pushed by
women in Congress, by women governors, by women ac-
tivists. And women do this not because they are pro-
grammed by nature to be concerned about “soft” issues but
because they so often have direct personal responsibility for
care, which gives them a much-needed perspective on the is-
sue that has been missing from national life.

This is not to say that all women think alike on social is-
sues. Conservative women are as adamant as conservative
men in resisting broadened public responsibility for work
and family problems and caretaking generally. But that is not
a reason for liberals to be squeamish about deliberately
adding women’s experience to the public debate and making
the logic of this position clear. . . .
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A New Family Politics
So where do we go from here? Many liberals now are—
rightly—calling for new and serious family programs. . . .
But we must set about inventing a new liberal family politics
based squarely on the twin principles of care and equality. It
must be a politics that goes beyond election strategies; it re-
quires a firm, clear philosophy at its base. What follows is a
sketch of four premises for such a politics.

Taking care seriously. This means nothing less than assert-
ing a social responsibility for care as a major national value.
Liberal arguments have to make clear how tragically mis-
taken conservatives are to rely on the private market as an
adequate distributor of resources for family care. But liber-
als must also broaden their own conception of the family
care crisis—from a focus on low-income families to all fam-
ilies; from a focus on more and better services to the need
for more family time as well; from a focus on the responsi-
bility of government to assume more family care costs to the
parallel responsibility of corporations and employers to do
so. To take these goals seriously means moving beyond
rhetoric and marginal programs to large-scale shifts in the
use of the country’s resources.

Embracing the family. Liberals as protectors of individual
rights, which sometimes conflict with family claims, have
had difficulty staking out a clear pro-family ground. As a re-
sult, conservatives have appropriated the realm of “family
values” and have defined these values as individual sexual
morality and traditional male/female roles and relations.
They also have positioned liberals as corrupters of morality
and destroyers of families. Liberals need to contest the con-
servative position with enthusiastic support for all fami-
lies—traditional and nontraditional—that provide care for
their members.

Adding equality. Equality for women must include equal op-
portunity, which means significant changes in the economics
of caretaking. We need to shift to the society at large a sub-
stantial portion of the caretaking costs now carried by unpaid
or poorly paid women. For liberals this means the absorption
of some costs by employers and taxpayers and an equal divi-
sion of unpaid labor at home between women and men.
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Equality also means full participation in the policymaking,
rule-making, and decisionmaking that shape the way the soci-
ety works. Deeply engrained habits and convictions that tend
to identify women with private roles and to envision author-
ity as properly masculine stand in the way of this goal. The
liberal task is to challenge and dislodge equality-defeating
attitudes.

Opening new political channels. A new liberal politics of
family care requires a new mode of political thinking. In the
face of social trouble, Americans tend to search for abuses of
power, enemies, or wrongdoers and devise solutions limited
to removing or controlling particular villains (abusive moth-
ers, neglectful fathers, murderous au pairs, and would-be
Cabinet members who fail to pay nanny taxes, for example).

To perceive the full range of reasons for our care crisis and
to construct new solutions, we need to broaden the scope of
public responsibility. We need to enlarge the circle of deci-
sionmaking and debate to include all of the constituencies
involved in the care and equality issue: families at all income
levels, paid and unpaid caregivers, women in all kinds of
workplaces, employers in all kinds of workplaces, teachers,
family court judges, health care providers, service workers’
unions. We must recognize that our most serious troubles
are the work not of removable wrongdoers but of conflicts in
interest and imbalances of power that require continuous
negotiation.
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“Children are getting less of their parents’
time today than in any previous era.”

Day Care Should Be
Discouraged
Karl Zinsmeister

According to Karl Zinsmeister, children fare better when
they are raised by their parents at home instead of by
strangers in day care. He contends that parents and children
need frequent, affectionate contact with each other to main-
tain strong family bonds. Zinsmeister maintains that parents
should restructure their lives so that their children’s needs
come before their own careers and financial goals. Karl
Zinsmeister is the editor-in-chief of the American Enterprise,
a national magazine of politics, business, and culture.

As you read, consider the following questions:
1. According to the author, what is one reason that modern

parents turned to day care?
2. Why does a “carrying system” of child care exist in

humans, according to Zinsmeister?
3. As stated by the author, how could employers encourage

parents to spend more time with their families?

Karl Zinsmeister, “Why Encouraging Day Care Is Unwise,” American Enterprise,
Vol. 9, May/June 1998, pp. 4–8. Copyright © 1998 by American Enterprise
Institute for Public Policy Research. Reproduced with permission.
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There is an old saying that goes “Children have a special
way of spelling love: T-I-M-E.” What the very young

hunger for more than for anything else in the world, mod-
ern researchers confirm, is closeness with their mothers and
fathers.

Unfortunately, children are getting less of their parents’
time today than in any previous era. A favorite cartoon of
mine suggests how far we’ve strayed. It shows a corporate
type speaking to his secretary from behind a large desk. “I’ve
decided to spend more time with my family,” he announces.
“See if you can find them.”

One professor I know illustrates the problem by way of an
analogy. “Let’s assume you had some other industry,” he
says. “The industry made shoes, and then you took a large
chunk of the labor force out, something like 40 percent, and
you changed nothing much else—you wanted to make the
same amount of shoes of the same quality with the same
technology. Everybody in the world would think you’d lost
your mind. Well, that’s basically what we did to parenting.”

Leave Child Raising to Professionals
One reason the flight from parenting has been so fast over
the last generation is because lots of self-appointed experts
have advised the American public that there’s no reason not
to veer off into other pursuits while leaving the daily raising
of children to surrogates. “The care of the young is infinitely
better left to trained professionals rather than to harried am-
ateurs with little time nor taste for the education of young
minds,” insists feminist Kate Millett.

Responsible authorities who ought to have challenged
this kind of foolishness mostly failed to do so. One national
statement on the family released a few years ago actually de-
fined “parents” as “adult persons who care for children”—
making their equivalence to babysitters and day care work-
ers quite explicit. No sensible person actually believes this,
of course, but it is becoming our official national orthodoxy
anyway, because few people will speak against it for fear of
being called the many names that now get slung at someone
who defends the natural family. . . .

Over the last decade or two, many discoveries have been
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made that help explain why a child’s early bonds with his
caretakers are so important. Authorities used to believe that
babies were essentially passive bundles, unable to perceive or
seek out much from their environment. Any social responses
were thought to be, as one scientific curriculum put it, “a fig-
ment of the over-involved mother’s imagination, since baby’s
behavior is random, uncontrolled, essentially autistic.”

Experts asserted that children needed only feeding, pro-
tection from danger, and other basic care until they were a
year to a year-and-a-half old. And after that, it was said, the
young mostly needed discipline and behavioral conditioning.
Yale professor Arnold Gesell, the leading child developmen-
talist of the pre–World War II generation, believed that basic
human capacities were biologically programmed into infants,
and that they unfolded in stable, predictable ways without
much relation to home conditions. Little credence was given
to the idea that parents and small babies could have a rela-
tionship. Even “as late as the 1960s,” Stanford University
psychologist Anne Fernald remarks, “some people thought
infants were cabbages.”

That “expert” view has now been demolished. Against the
old assumption that newborns are unable to perceive or seek
out much from their environment, researchers have recently
demonstrated that babies are sorting and responding to
stimuli virtually from birth.

For instance, studies have shown that a one-week-old
child will choose his mother’s smell over any other. Five-
day-olds will turn toward a pad soaked in their mothers’
milk, while clean pads produce no response. The journal Sci-
ence has reported that newborns will respond to poems their
mothers read out loud before birth, but not to poems previ-
ously unheard. In another experiment, one-month-olds be-
came upset when photos of their mothers were accompanied
by recordings of someone else speaking. University of
Washington psychologist Patricia Kuhl has discovered that
six-month-olds can distinguish between their native lan-
guage and foreign tongues. . . .

So it turns out infants are not cabbages at all. “Detailed
studies of the amazing behavioral capacities of the normal
neonate have shown that the infant sees, hears, and moves in
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rhythm to his mother’s voice in the first minutes and hours
of life,” summarize pediatricians Marshall Klaus and John
Kennell. “A lot more is happening in infants’ minds than
we’ve tended to give them credit for,” agrees psychologist
Karen Wynn.

Anderson. © 1991 by Kirk Anderson. Reprinted with permission.

All of this confirms the importance of a child’s early expe-
riences. It also supports the conclusions of “attachment” re-
searchers like psychiatrist John Bowlby, who hold that babies
have powerful internal mechanisms that drive them to con-
nect themselves to their parents. “The bells that the children
could hear were inside them,” the poet Dylan Thomas once
wrote. Apparently the bells that ring within newborns lead
them to energetically pursue alliance with their mother, and
to become anxious if these efforts are thwarted.

Hunger for their mother isn’t something babies can just
“get over.” It is a need wired deeply into their core. Writer
Peggy O’Mara McMahon observes that the mothering be-
havior of different animal species

falls into two categories: cache or carry. Species in the cache
category are stashed in a den with other offspring while their
mothers look for food, do not need to feed often, and do not
need frequent physical contact with mother. The species in
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the carry category are marsupial-like. Their mothers’ breast-
milk is low in fat content and must be consumed almost con-
tinuously. They are not born in litters, and close physical
contact with mother not only ensures frequent feeding, but
also stimulates brain development.

From nutritional and other points of view, round-the-
clock nursing and a carrying system of child care are not very
efficient. So why do they exist in the higher animals? Be-
cause frequent suckling provides repeated opportunities for
intimate interaction between mother and child—the very
sort of contact that encourages higher mental processes in
an infant. “Rapid onset of hunger and satiation in the baby,”
summarizes researcher Blurton Jones, is “a simple mecha-
nism for ensuring that it stays with the mother.”. . .

Parental Connections
It isn’t only babies who need tight human connections. Par-
ents do too, if they are going to flourish in their role of pro-
genitor. A hint of this was contained in a statement made by
PepsiCo President and CEO Brenda Barnes when she re-
signed her job, to much media comment, a few months ago.
“I’m not leaving because my children need more of me,”
Barnes stated. “I’m leaving because I need more of them.”

Many talented women who devote themselves to mother-
ing while their children are young have come to this same
conclusion. They do what they do not just out of devotion
to their children, but because they have discovered there are
deep personal satisfactions awaiting anyone who will pour
herself into the role.

A dabbling, partial commitment of mother to child is even
harder to sustain than full-blown engagement, notes John
Bowlby:

Enjoyment and close identification of feeling is only possible
for either party if the relationship is continuous. . . . Just as
the baby needs to feel that he belongs to his mother, the
mother needs to feel that she belongs to her child, and it is
only when she has the satisfaction of this feeling that it is
easy for her to devote herself to him. . . .

A family friend who used daytime babysitters heavily for
several weeks when she had to pack for a sudden cross coun-
try move told me that the more time she spent away from
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her young boys, the less adroitness and patience she had for
handling them. Likewise, Ohio mother Mary Robin Craig
writes of a period when she worked full time and had a
nanny that, “On my off days I could see that their lives had
a flow that eluded me totally.”

It’s necessary to get into a swing with children, and sim-
ple overlap is a big part of this. There is evidence, as child
developmentalist Urie Bronfenbrenner notes, that an infant
uses physical, emotional, and probably invisible hormonal
tools to “‘teach’ his parents” how to nurture him. But this
can succeed only if the pupil shows up for class.

Day Care in Moderation
Obviously, there will always be families where death, di-
vorce, or poverty make it impossible for parents to be their
child’s primary caretakers. These families deserve our help,
and first crack at the limited number of truly wonderful sur-
rogate caretakers who are able to pour themselves into the
nurture of another person’s child.

It is also obvious that substitute child care is generally not
harmful in small amounts. As psychologist Diane Fisher
carefully puts it, “day care can be a place that does not do a
great deal of harm to children if they’re there for a limited
amount.” The problem is that rather than just being a filler
of gaps, day care is becoming a substitute for parenting in
many families.

The question is not whether hired day care should exist (it
always will), or whether it should be made as good as possi-
ble (of course it should). The question is whether everyday
middle-class Americans should produce children without the
intention of nurturing them. There is a difference between a
compromise made in reaction to some crisis of fate, and an
arrangement made simply because one wants to maximize
one’s own position while ignoring serious costs to others.

By transforming day care from a necessary stopgap for the
unlucky few into a normal and accepted part of average lives,
we are thoughtlessly taking a step of great consequence. One
liberal professional who has devoted her entire working life
to overseeing municipal day care programs warns that the
shuffling of millions of middle-class children into day care is
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creating a new kind of underprivileged child in America. We
are, she says, “duplicating the sort of developmental depri-
vation that used to be suffered only by the poorest and most
disadvantaged.”. . .

Enough Excuses
As parental oversight of children weakens, what is to be
done? For a start, we might admit that many of the excuses
we give for proceeding along our current course are phony.
In a little essay titled “The Tyranny of the Urgent,” writer
Charles Hummel notes that the pressing mundanities of
daily existence will often push aside the truly important
things in life if we don’t resist. I see this regularly when it
comes to day care, where the excuse is always that people put
their kids into the hands of others because they “have” to
work. But is that really true?

“It’s easy to get addicted to the stimulation of the work
environment and a certain standard of living,” cautions au-
thor Stephen Covey. “As a result, parents are held hostage to
these lies, violating their conscience but feeling that they
really have no choice.” Researcher Arlie Hochschild has
found that, contrary to their rhetoric, certain parents are ac-
tually choosing overwork, as a refuge from the responsibili-
ties of family life. Recent headlines like “Lies Parents Tell
Themselves About Why They Work” (U.S. News), and “The
Myth of Quality Time: How We’re Cheating Our Kids”
(Newsweek) suggest this is sinking in with the public.

So: One part of any solution to our child care predica-
ment must be to encourage all parents to face facts, make
tough choices, and change their private lives so they can be
there for their children when they are needed.

Another part must be public efforts that acknowledge the
high contributions and heavy burdens of conscientious par-
ents, and offer assistance to mothers and fathers who make
responsible choices. Given the slightest bit of support, many
parents are ready to spring into wholesome action. Asked in
a survey commissioned by the Independent Women’s Forum
to describe an “ideal balance between work and family” in
their own lives, seven out of ten Americans said they would
prefer either having one parent at home full-time, or having
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part-time work set around the family schedule. Only 15 per-
cent chose “both my spouse and me working full-time with
child care in or outside of our home” as their ideal.

In a March 1998 Washington Post survey, fully 68 percent of
Americans agreed it would be better if mothers looked after
their children at home. Asked which mothers of preschool
children they respect more: those who work full time outside
the home or those who stay home full time, the public chose
at-home moms by 51 to 20 percent. All types of women—
from full-time careerists to full-time mothers—said by mar-
gins of at least two-to-one that they respected at-home
mothers more.

Changing Workplace Policies
So the issue is how to encourage more families to translate
their aspirations into reality. One thing policy makers could
do to slow down the day care steam roller and increase
parental caretaking would be to encourage more “flex-time”
work, part-time jobs, and home work (all things that labor
unions strongly resist).

Another much-needed reform would be to stop favoring
parents who hire childminders (by letting them claim tax
credits for their day care expenses) while offering no similar
credit to parents who provide their own care. One way to do
this would be to eliminate the child care tax credit entirely.
Another way would be to extend the same financial support
to at-home parents.

While we’re at it, sharply raising existing tax exemptions
and credits for young children would be a very good idea.
Allowing families to keep more of their own money would
improve childrearing while also acknowledging in a fair way
that parents molding our next generation are doing society’s
most important work.

“Income splitting”—a reform that would let a one-income
family divide its earnings for tax purposes between husband
and wife, bumping them down into lower tax brackets—is an-
other long-overdue remedy. This would both fix our current
tax code’s marriage penalty, and also make it easier for fami-
lies to survive with one parent primarily at home.

Other suggestions for what an intelligent child care pol-
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icy should look like were offered recently by former New Re-
public editor Michael Kelly:

It would seek to strongly discourage out-of-wedlock births.
It would seek to strongly reinforce the idea that it primarily
takes not a village but parents—two of them—to raise a
child. It would offer help for parents who must work, but it
would send an unmistakable message that, whenever possi-
ble, it is better that one parent stays home with the kids. The
policy put forward by the Clinton administration . . . is irra-
tionally biased toward the form of child care most parents
like least—institutionalized group care—and against what
most parents want most: to be able to afford to have one par-
ent stay home. . . . Why does the administration seek an eco-
nomic incentive for parents to choose work over childrear-
ing? . . . If the administration is serious about the best
interests of the children, it will correct the anti-home-care
bias in its policy.

Not every American child will enjoy the primary energy
and devotion of his own parents when he is young—no mat-
ter what assistance is offered toward that end. But that ought
to be our goal, the ideal toward which all of our encourage-
ments are aimed. It’s a simple, practical, and wholesome
aspiration.

So what are we waiting for?
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“No group today has fewer rights than
fathers.”

Family Courts Harm Fathers
and Families
Stephen Baskerville

In the following viewpoint, Stephen Baskerville argues that
the family court system is biased against fathers. He con-
tends that family courts deny fathers fair custody and child
support arrangements, and he cites examples of men who
lost access to their children or had to pay exorbitant court
and attorney fees. Baskerville maintains that the family court
system allows the government to intrude on the private
realm of the family. Baskerville is a professor of political sci-
ence at Howard University in Washington, D.C.

As you read, consider the following questions:
1. According to the author, how does the plundering of

fathers usually begin?
2. How are mothers who abduct their children “rewarded,”

as stated by the author?
3. According to Baskerville, what is the only way for men

to avoid the tyranny of the family court system?

Stephen Baskerville, “The Fix Is In,” www.dadmag.com, September 19, 2000.
Copyright © 2000 by Dadmag.com. Reprinted with permission.
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Trevor Gallahan’s father is going to jail. He has not been
charged with any crime. He is not behind in child sup-

port. He has not battered anyone. Yet Ken Gallahan could
conceivably remain in jail for the rest of his life. What is his
infraction? He does not have $15,000 to pay a lawyer he
never hired. He was already jailed indefinitely when he
could not pay a psychotherapist he also had not hired and
was released only when his mother paid the fees.

Debtors’ prisons were theoretically abolished long ago,
but this does not stop family court judges from using the
bench to shake down fathers who have done nothing wrong
and funnel everything they have into the pockets of the
court’s cronies. In fact the looting and criminalization of fa-
thers like Ken Gallahan is now routine in divorce courts.

Invasive Family Courts
Family courts are the arm of the state that routinely reaches
farthest into the private lives of individuals and families, yet
they are answerable to virtually no one. By their own assess-
ment, according to Robert W. Page of the New Jersey Fam-
ily Court, “the power of family court judges is almost un-
limited.” Others have commented on their vast and intrusive
powers less charitably. Malcolm X once called family courts
“modern slavery,” and former Supreme Court Justice Abe
Fortas termed them “kangaroo” courts. One father was told
by a judicial investigator in New Jersey, “The provisions of
the US Constitution do not apply in domestic relations
cases, since they are determined in a court of equity rather
than a court of law.”

The plunder of fathers invariably begins with the taking
of their children. Despite formal legal equality between par-
ents, some 85–90% of custody awards go to mothers. This is
despite the fact that it is usually the mother who seeks the
divorce, and most often without grounds of wrongdoing by
the father. In fact a mother can have a half-dozen previous
divorces, she can commit adultery, she can level false
charges, she can assault the father, in some cases she can
even abuse the children, and none of these (except in ex-
treme cases the last) has any bearing on a custody decision.

A mother who consults a divorce attorney today will be
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advised that her best strategy is simply to take the children
and their effects and leave without warning. If she has no
place to go, she will be told that by accusing the father of
sexual or physical abuse (or even simply stating that she is
“in fear”) she can obtain a restraining order immediately
forcing him out of the family home, often without so much
as a hearing. She will also learn that not only can she not be
punished for either of these actions, they cannot even be
used against her in a custody decision. In fact they work so
strongly in her favor that failure to apprise a female client of
these options may be considered legal malpractice.

Mothers who abduct children and keep them from their
fathers are routinely rewarded with immediate “temporary”
custody. In fact this is almost never temporary. Once she has
custody it cannot be changed without a lengthy and expen-
sive court battle. The sooner and the longer she can estab-
lish herself as the sole caretaker the more difficult and costly
it is to dislodge her. The more she cuts the children off from
the father, alienates them from the father, slings false
charges, and delays the proceedings, the more she makes the
path of least resistance (and highest earnings) to leave her
with sole custody. In short, the more belligerence she dis-
plays and the more litigation she creates, the more grateful
the courts will be for the business she provides.

The Fatherhood Penalty
For a father the simple fact of his being a father is enough
for him to be summoned to court, stripped of all decision-
making rights over his children, ordered to stay away from
them six days out of seven, and ordered to make child sup-
port payments that may amount to two-thirds or more of his
income. Like Ken Gallahan, he can also be forced to pay al-
most any amount to lawyers and psychotherapists and sum-
marily jailed if he is unwilling or unable.

What is happening to fathers in divorce courts is much
more serious than unfair gender bias. An iron triangle of
lawyers, judges, and women’s groups is finding it increas-
ingly easy—and lucrative—to simply throw fathers out of
their families with no show of wrongdoing whatever and
seize control of their children and everything they have.
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Family courts have in effect declared to the mothers of
America: If you file for divorce we can take everything your
husband has and divide it among ourselves, with the bulk of
it going to you. We can take his children, his home, his in-
come, his savings, and his inheritance and reduce him to
beggary. And if he raises any objection we can throw him in
jail without trial.

Appealing to the Hearts of Women
The real problem is that in America in the year 2000, almost
any father, “old” or “new,” can find himself a “father without
children.” What can be done about this? Perhaps, in order to
rebuild fatherhood, we need to appeal not to the hearts and
minds of men, as sociologist David Blankenhorn and others
have suggested, but to the hearts and minds of women. The
mother who sabotages the father-child relationship is not al-
ways acting out of spite; she may sincerely see little value in
this bond; she may want to make a “clean break” and view
the father as an intruder—particularly if she wants the chil-
dren to see the new man in her life as a father figure. In many
ways, our culture today encourages such thinking. There
have been public service ad campaigns with such slogans as,
“They’re your kids. Be their dad”; maybe we need one that
says, “They’re his kids. Let him be their dad.”
Cathy Young, American Spectator, June 2000.

The astounding fact is that, with the exception of con-
victed criminals, no group today has fewer rights than fa-
thers. Even accused criminals have the right to due process
of law, to know the charges against them, to face their ac-
cusers, to a lawyer, and to a trial. A father can be deprived of
his children, his home, his savings, his livelihood, his privacy,
and his freedom without any of these constitutional protec-
tions. And not only a divorced father or an unmarried father:
Any father at any time can find himself in court and in jail.
Once a man has a child he forfeits his most important con-
stitutional rights.

Keep the State Out of the Home
The words “divorce” and “custody” have become decep-
tively innocuous-sounding terms. We should remind our-
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selves that they involve bringing the coercive apparatus of
the state—police, courts, and jails—into the home for use
against family members. When we recall that those family
members may not even be charged with any legal wrongdo-
ing we can begin to grasp the full horror of what is taking
place and how far the divorce machinery has been fashioned
into an instrument of terror. As citizens of communist East-
ern Europe once did, it is now fathers who live in fear of the
“knock on the door.”

So what can a father do to escape the fate of Ken Galla-
han and millions like him? Very little, and divorce manuals
encouraging fathers with advice on how to win custody are
not doing them any favors. The latest wisdom informs fa-
thers that the game is so rigged that their best hope of keep-
ing their children is not to wait for their day in court but to
adopt the techniques of mothers: If you think she is about to
snatch, snatch first. “If you do not take action,” writes author
Robert Seidenberg, “your wife will. If this advice is sound,
the custody industry has turned marriage into a “race to the
trigger,” to adopt the terms of nuclear deterrence replete
with the pre-emptive strike: Whoever snatches first survives.

If you don’t have the stomach for this, then you probably
should not marry and not have children.
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“The claim that the courts institutionally
are prejudiced against fathers is a canard.”

Family Courts Serve Fathers
and Mothers Fairly
Tim Tippins

According to Tim Tippins, complaints that the family court
system is biased against fathers is based on the fact that moth-
ers are awarded custody of children more frequently than fa-
thers. However, Tippins maintains that custody and alimony
arrangements are commonly decided between the divorcing
couple, not by a family court judge. Moreover, divorce de-
crees that exclude fathers are often based on the father’s his-
tory of abuse or neglect. Tippins concludes that the family
court system serves most families fairly. Tim Tippins is the
president of MatLaw Systems Corporation, which provides
specialized legal information to family-law practitioners.

As you read, consider the following questions:
1. Why is relying on anecdotal evidence to support

conclusions about family courts risky, according to
Tippins?

2. How does the author define the “tender years
presumption”?

3. According to the author, how have support laws hurt
mothers?

Tim Tippins, “Q: Are Family Courts Prejudiced Against Fathers? No: Claims of
Gender Bias Tend to Come From Men Who Have Gone to Court and Lost,”
Insight on the News, Vol. 17, June 18, 2001, pp. 40–41. Copyright © 2001 by
News World Communications, Inc. Reproduced with permission.
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There is no shortage of legitimate criticism that fairly can
be laid at the doorstep of courthouses across the land, in-

cluding those courts charged with the extraordinary responsi-
bility of protecting children whose family structure dissolves.
Overburdened and under-resourced, the courts do not handle
every case with perfection. That is beyond dispute. Like any
other profession, lawyers and judges come in all shapes, sizes
and levels of competency and rectitude. Some simply are bet-
ter than others and the quality of the process can be affected
by those variables. As long as our system of justice relies upon
human engines for its propulsion, it ever will be so.

Yet, for all of the foibles of the U.S. justice system, the
claim that the courts institutionally are prejudiced against fa-
thers is a canard. This claim of prejudice, or gender bias, so
stridently put forth by fathers’ rights advocates, largely is
supported by anecdotal evidence, supplied by those disgrun-
tled fathers who were less than happy with the outcome of
their cases. They believe that they did not get sufficient ac-
cess to their children, that they should have won custody or
that they were required to pay too much support.

Rather than honestly access their own responsibility for
the outcome of their cases, however, these malcontents band
together, prop up their most impressive spokesman behind
the nearest podium and collectively proclaim to all who will
listen, in classic kindergarten fashion, “No Fair,” the ulti-
mate refrain of losers the world over.

Anecdotal Evidence Is Unreliable
Reliance upon anecdotal evidence to support any broad con-
clusions, let alone the kind of sweeping broadside these folks
have launched against the legal system is, at best, a risky
business. There is no way to determine the accuracy of each
individual account or whether it is representative of what oc-
curs across the broader spectrum of cases which are formally
adjudicated.

Every horror story can be offset by a countervailing anec-
dote. For every father with such a story to tell, there is a
mother who reposes in her own tormented niche, nurturing
her own painful experience, smarting from what she per-
ceives to be an injustice. That is, unfortunately, the nature of

180



any process that concludes with one party prevailing and the
other not. Some of these disgruntled litigants are simply
more vocal than others. In virtually every instance, the
source of the story usually has a personal agenda.

About as close as the fathers’ rights advocates get to citing
data to support their gender-bias mantra is the fact that
mothers ultimately receive custody more often than fathers.
From that lone factual nugget, they ask their listeners to leap
to the conclusion that this disparity proves that the courts
are prejudiced against fathers.

Getting the Facts
It’s time for a reality check.

Fact No. 1: Most custody cases find their resolution in a
settlement agreement of the parents’ own making, rather than
in the courtroom. Those that actually are fought through to a
judicial decision are, blessedly, the exception rather than the
rule. In other words, most of the mothers who have custody
attained it with the father’s consent, presumably because the
father understood and agreed that the best interest of the chil-
dren was served by such an arrangement.

Fact No. 2: Many of the judges who supposedly are in-
fected with this father-hating virus are themselves fathers.
Short of some twisted psychoanalytical theory that only
those males seized by self-hatred make it to the bench, this
fact might at least give pause to a rational mind in the as-
sessment of the gender-bias claim.

Fact No. 3: Even in the 21st century, when most women
work outside the home, practical experience reveals that it
still is the mother who bears the lion’s share (lioness would
perhaps be more accurate) of the parenting responsibilities
during the marriage. Many of the fathers who rail the loud-
est at the unfairness of the system are the same fathers who,
while the domestic relationship was intact, couldn’t find two
hours a week to spend with their children. As soon as litiga-
tion begins, however, these same part-time parents act as
though they are competing for a “Father of the Year” award.

In contested custody cases, the court typically examines
all relevant factors to determine with which parent the chil-
dren’s best interest will most properly be served. One of the
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factors to which the courts often look is which parent was
the primary care-giving parent prior to the onset of legal
hostilities. If the children have done well under that parent’s
care, the courts are understandably loath to disrupt the ar-
rangement, whether the primary caregiver is the mother or
the father. Concern for the stability and well-being of the
child rightly outweighs the desire of either parent. As the
parenting role of fathers slowly has evolved over the last
decade or two, as some fathers have become more active in
the lives of their children, we already have seen more fathers
prevail in custody disputes than was previously the case.

The Child-Support System Serves 
Fathers Fairly

As president of the National Child Support Enforcement As-
sociation, the nonprofit, professional organization repre-
senting the child-support community, I have traveled across
the country this year and visited many child-support pro-
grams in many states. It has been my pleasure to witness,
support and advocate in favor of the growing movement to-
ward establishing partnerships between child-support en-
forcement agencies and community-based organizations to
address the needs of fathers. Wherever I am, I continue to
make the case that working with fathers, particularly low-
income fathers, should be an ongoing part of child support’s
core mission. My best argument for the child-support sys-
tem’s commitment to working with fathers is that it’s a win-
win situation for the children and both parents. Children
need two parents whether or not those parents live together!
Our first guiding principle is that children deserve and need
emotional and financial support from both mother and fa-
ther. Another is that fathers have value to children that goes
beyond a dollar amount. Above all, I believe that the child-
support program must incorporate what I call the four F’s:
firmness, fairness, father-friendliness and family focus.
Dian Durham-McLoud, Insight on the News, May 1, 2000.

The so-called “tender years presumption” that held that
children should be placed with the mother unless she was
unfit long has been abandoned. Neither party gets a head
start in the judicial race for custody because of legal distinc-
tions based on gender. If our culture further evolves, and
more fathers assume a more active parenting role before
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they have a legal motivation to do so, we likely will see even
more fathers gain custody when the domestic relationship is
dissolved. Simply stated, we’re just not there yet.

Debunking the Gender Bias Myth
The related claim of some fathers—that they are ejected
from their children’s lives simply because of their gender—is
nothing short of ludicrous. The right of the child to have a
meaningful relationship with both parents is a core principle
within the judicial system. Indeed, where one parent is found
to have interfered unreasonably with the child’s relationship
with the other, courts have been known to switch custody to
the other parent, not as a reward to the wronged parent but
to preserve the child’s right to have a relationship with both
parents. Noncustodial parents rarely are limited to super-
vised visitation, let alone being denied access to their chil-
dren. Only under egregious circumstances, where a court
finds that the child’s exposure to a parent would threaten the
well-being of the child in some fashion, is visitation restricted
to supervised settings or denied. Such limitations usually are
predicated on findings by the court, based on evidence, that
there has been abuse, neglect or other misconduct.

These same malefactors then clamor from the public stage
that they were deprived of their children for no reason other
than that they are male, proclaiming to one and all that they
are innocent. They had their day in court. They lost, yet
some cannot accept the fact that they lost. They wallow in a
sea of self-delusion and denial, telling themselves that they
played no part in their fate. Far easier to blame the system,
and label hard-working judges and lawyers as biased or prej-
udiced, than to accept responsibility for their own part in it.
For every parent, male or female, who is found to have acted
so badly as to justify such restrictions, there are tens of thou-
sands more across the land who don’t have time to mount the
public soapbox—they’re too busy enjoying their children and
helping them grow to adulthood.

Child Support
Another issue often raised by the gender-bias brigade is
child support. They point to the heavy toll that child support
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takes on their income under the various support guidelines
adopted throughout the nation. While many legitimate ar-
guments can be made against the various child-support for-
mulas that have been put in play over the last decade, the fact
is that they apply equally to mothers and fathers. Where a
mother is the noncustodial parent, her support obligation is
determined by the same guidelines as is a father’s. If a par-
ticular support formula is unfair, it is equally unfair to each,
irrespective of gender. The fact that more fathers are on the
paying end of these guidelines reflects only that more moth-
ers are custodial parents, which, as outlined above, reflects
many factors unrelated to gender-bias.

Indeed, in one respect, the more generous support laws
now in force have hurt mothers more than fathers. By
heightening the financial consequences that attach to the
custody issue, some fathers, who previously would gladly
have agreed to allow the mother to assume the burdens of
custody, have been motivated to fight for custody or greater
custodial time in an effort to avoid or diminish their child-
support obligation. Indeed, in New York, for example, the
state’s highest court intervened to put an end to what it
called “visitation by stopwatch” where it was perceived that
too many noncustodial parents were fighting for additional
access, not for the benefit of their children but to reduce
their support obligation.

Child-custody and support laws, and their application in
specific cases, are by their very nature at the highest end of
the emotional scale in the judicial system. Losing litigants
seldom acknowledge that they were the cause of their own
demise and the nameless, faceless “system” makes an easy
scapegoat. Unfortunately, their impassioned self-delusion is
not supported by reality.
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“[Covenant marriage helps people] make
their marriage choices wisely and
deliberately.”

Covenant Marriage Would
Benefit the Family
John Crouch

In 1997, Louisiana, soon followed by Arizona and Arkansas,
became the first state to offer couples a covenant marriage
option. Covenant marriage requires couples to undergo pre-
marital counseling and makes divorce more difficult to ob-
tain. In the following viewpoint, John Crouch argues that
the high incidence of divorce has weakened many people’s
trust in the institution of marriage. Covenant marriage, he
contends, will strengthen wedding vows and reduce the in-
cidence of divorce. Crouch is an attorney and the executive
director for the Americans for Divorce Reform.

As you read, consider the following questions:
1. According to the author, what do his clients dislike about

the divorce process?
2. How does the author define the “prisoner’s dilemma”?
3. How can premarital counseling strengthen marriages, as

stated by the author?

John Crouch, Testimony of John Crouch, Maryland House of Delegates, Judiciary
Committee Hearing, March 16, 1999.
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I’m a divorce lawyer. I think covenant marriage will be
helpful for people who choose it, and for people who

don’t choose it, and even for some people who don’t get
married. I think it will reduce fault and no-fault divorce.
Covenant marriage gives people the freedom to choose a
more sustainable kind of marriage, and it gives them guid-
ance from others in the community, to help them make their
marriage choices wisely and deliberately.

We divorce lawyers see our clients getting more and more
alienated from the system, wanting to take vengeance on
each other, and getting the kids involved in their crusades
against each other. Our response has been to tell clients: Di-
vorce is a normal part of life. Get some therapy and support
groups for yourself and the kids, get over it, and start the
whole process over again with someone else. And meanwhile
be nice to your ex, and don’t use the kids as weapons, even if
it means you lose them.

But we have been telling people these things for 30 years,
and they just seem to be getting worse, madder, more des-
perate. So I’ve been wondering, if divorce is so normal and
people have had 30 years to adjust to no-fault, why does it
still drive so many people nuts?

Losing Control
One thing that my clients hate about the divorce process is
that they are not in control of their own lives. Regardless of
who started it, the potential costs of divorce are unlimited.
Their lawyer can’t even tell them how much it’s going to
cost—all we can say is that it depends on what the other
spouse and their lawyer do. Any divorce can turn out to be a
death match where the richer or meaner spouse wins by
attrition.

A covenant marriage law would restore some sense of self-
control. People who got divorced against their will would no
longer feel that they had been totally passive victims whose
belief and dedication to the sanctity of marriage had been
used against them. They will at least be able to say, “Well, I
chose an open-ended marriage.” Or, “I brought this on my-
self by fooling around.” Or, “I chose to let him go, and bar-
gained for a viable standard of living for me and the kids.”
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And for those who choose covenant marriage, it really
would give them more control. Many people my age tell me
that IF they ever marry, they would want it to be for life.
They have seen what it’s like to be divorced, they have
known parents and children who have little or no contact
with one another, and many of them are determined not to
live that way. These people’s choice to seek a marriage for
life is not just romantic, and it certainly isn’t from blind love.
It’s a very sober choice, based on a knowledge of how weak
humans are, especially when there are no laws or social con-
ventions to help them live up to their promises. I don’t be-
lieve these predictions that people will choose covenant
marriage lightly, especially with the rigorous counseling that
they will be getting. The people who will choose covenant
marriage are adults, and we should allow them their choice.

Feeling Secure
People with this legally-protected commitment to their mar-
riage will be more able to prudently invest themselves in the
marriage. Today, it hardly makes sense to tie up your whole
economic future and emotional well-being in a marriage
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Rewriting Unhappy Endings
“The story about marriage contained in the law—of mar-
riage as a temporary bond sustained by mutual emotion
alone—is becoming the dominant story we tell about mar-
riage in America,” writes social commentator Maggie Gal-
lagher in the religious journal First Things. The problem
with this story is that it usually contains an unhappy ending:
More than half of all new marriages in the United States will
end in divorce or permanent separation, and most will in-
volve minor children.
Must we settle for such failure and all the social consequences
that go along with it? Must it be no-fault or nothing?
Covenant marriage uses both law and civil society to confront
couples with the nature of their marriage commitment. Such
confrontation could help rewrite our nation’s most troubling
cultural tale. “Everybody now, as a result of the law, will be
forced to make a decision,” sociologist Steven L. Nock says.
“How they resolve that is going to be very interesting.”
Joe Locontz, Policy Review, May/June 1998.



which has a good chance of not lasting, and people know that.
Similarly, choosing covenant marriage will drastically re-

duce the incentives that encourage the kind of behavior that
leads to divorce. Let’s face it—for a lot of people these days,
adultery is not a big deal, and after you’re married you’re
still a free agent. You can still look around for someone you
like better, who is younger or more successful than your cur-
rent spouse, and if you decide to switch teams, you just
blame it on love, and there’s very little social pressure on you
to be faithful. Especially when you know your spouse might
do likewise at any time. This situation is what economists
call “The Prisoner’s Dilemma”—an incentive to betray
someone who might betray you, even when it’s not in either
of your interests to do so. Covenant marriage changes the
rules on that point back toward what they used to be. The
exit doors will no longer be deceptively easy and inviting. It
will take two people to decide to end a marriage, plus some
marriage counseling. So covenant marriage should not only
reduce no-fault divorce, it should reduce fault divorce, too.

Finally, some of the most important beneficiaries of
covenant marriage are those who avoid getting into a bad
marriage because of it. Pre-marital education has been im-
proved a lot in recent decades. It teaches them skills to com-
municate and “fight fair” before and during marriage, but it
also leads many of them to postpone or cancel their wed-
dings. A lot of it involves interrogations and psychological
profiling that will give the couple a lot more information on
how they will get along, whether their priorities are com-
patible, and whether their plans are realistic.

Covenant marriage will give people more self-
determination, and along with it, more responsibility.
People want more choice and control over their own lives,
and they are mature and responsible enough to live with the
consequences of their choices. And they will not make these
choices in a laissez-faire vacuum: the premarital counseling
required by covenant marriage means that others in the
community will actively be helping them to take care that
their choices are made wisely. I believe covenant marriages
will be stronger, on average, than others, and that they will
have reduced levels of fault and no-fault divorce.
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“[Covenant marriage] perpetuates the myth
that divorced people do not honor or value
marriage.”

Covenant Marriage Would Not
Benefit the Family
Ashton Applewhite

In 1997, Louisiana became the first state to offer couples a
covenant marriage option, which requires premarital coun-
seling and makes divorce more difficult to obtain. In the fol-
lowing viewpoint, Ashton Applewhite argues that covenant
marriage may increase problems within families by making
it more difficult to exit a problematic marriage. Moreover,
she contends that no-fault divorces, which permit couples to
divorce without assigning blame, are sufficiently difficult to
deter spouses from heedlessly separating, and stricter mar-
riage laws are not needed. Applewhite is the author of Cut-
ting Loose: Why Women Who End Their Marriages Do So Well.

As you read, consider the following questions:
1. On what grounds does covenant marriage permit

divorce, as stated by the author?
2. According to the author, what is the sole benefit of

covenant marriage legislation?
3. According to Applewhite, idealizing the traditional

nuclear family excludes which groups?

Ashton Applewhite, “Q: Would Louisiana’s Covenant Marriage Be a Good Idea
For America? No: It Won’t Lower the Divorce Rate and Will Raise the Human
and Economic Cost of Divorce,” Insight on the News, Vol. 13, October 6, 1997,
pp. 24–25. Copyright © 1997 by News World Communications, Inc. Reproduced
with permission.
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“Covenant marriage,” now legally available in Louisiana
and pending before numerous other state legisla-

tures, is the first step in a nationwide movement led by con-
servative Christians and “pro-family” activists to rewrite or
repeal no-fault divorce laws. Under covenant marriage, di-
vorce would be permitted only on narrow grounds such as
adultery, abuse, abandonment, felony imprisonment or a mu-
tually agreed upon two-year separation. It seeks to “fortify”
marriage by making divorce harder and thus less common. It
won’t work.

Combating the Divorce Rate
The prevalence of divorce in America is a result of sweeping
social changes that cannot be wished away with a piece of
sanctimonious and punitive legislation. Anticipating litiga-
tion, the covenant-marriage contract is really a postnuptial
agreement, guaranteeing that those who make mistakes will
suffer exceedingly in their undoing, hardly a Christian atti-
tude. If anything, it should be harder to get married, not to
end a union gone wrong.

There lies the sole benefit of this legislation: By forcing en-
gaged couples to think a little harder about what they’re get-
ting into, covenant marriage should prevent a number of dis-
astrous unions from occurring in the first place. Many more
couples, however, pressured into feeling that “marriage lite” is
a cop-out, will ignore their misgivings and live to regret it.

Covenant marriage won’t affect the divorce rate. Covenant
marriage will not succeed in its primary objective because
there never has been any correlation between the incidence
of divorce and the laws on the books. The surge of divorces
in the 1960s well preceded no-fault legislation, for example,
and the American divorce rate has in fact declined slightly in
recent years. As sociologist Andrew Cherlin of Johns Hop-
kins University in Baltimore, a noted scholar in the field, puts
it, “The great misconception is that divorce laws change
people’s behavior. People’s behavior changes divorce laws.”
That’s why there is no indication that public attitudes support
the current backlash.

Many conservatives maintain that if just one spouse can
file for divorce, or if the legal hurdles are low, more couples
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will separate. It’s a logical argument, but not an accurate
one, because restrictive laws simply are not an effective de-
terrent. Just as capital punishment does not lower the crime
rate and restricting access to abortion only results in more
back-alley operations, people who want out of their mar-
riages will find a way—legally if they have the resources, il-
legally if not. The incidence of desertion and fraud, which
does correlate with stricter divorce laws, would increase, as
would marital homicides.

Raising the Costs of Divorce
Covenant marriage will raise the human and economic cost
of divorce. Because responsibility no longer had to be as-
signed, no-fault divorce eliminated the need for one spouse
to sue the other. This made the whole process more hu-
mane, simpler and much less expensive—and is precisely
what covenant marriage legislation would undo. Assets
would be spent on lawyers instead of building new lives or
providing for children, a real irony given the pro-fault
movement’s “pro-family” stance. Energy would go into ex-
cruciating struggles about offspring and property, instead of
into figuring out how to maintain decent relations with the
person around whom life once centered, and to moving on.

Described in a New York Times article, aptly subtitled
“Blame is Back,” as “an emerging campaign to restore no-
tions of guilt to divorce law,” the repeal of no-fault would re-
sult in a tragic increase in the kind of hostilities that can turn
divorce proceedings into scorched-earth campaigns. As any-
one who has been through a “fault” divorce knows, coming
up with grounds is the most demoralizing and wounding
part of the process. Ruling out mediation or civil compro-
mise, this bitter exercise mires the couple in accusations and
repudiations, making it all the harder to heal and move for-
ward. Blame only damages, but the notion of retribution has
endless appeal for the self-righteous. Perhaps the blame
lobby would find no-fault divorce more palatable if it were
renamed “bi-fault.”

Covenant marriage will hurt children. Both sides in this
debate can cite countless expert opinions as to the effect of
divorce on children, whether devastating or benign. Clearly,
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divorce does not guarantee maladjustment any more than
growing up in an intact home guarantees mental health. The
real issue is how children of divorce who live in one, or two,
calm and happy homes fare compared to those who grow up
in intact homes filled with turmoil or icy silence.

One thing all the experts agree on, though, is that wit-
nessing or being party to parental conflict is what harms chil-
dren. By making their parents’ divorce more difficult and
more hostile, covenant marriage ensures the prolonged ex-
posure of children to the most damaging possible circum-
stances: parents who fight. Too often their deliverance is left
in the hands of strangers and overburdened courts. Fractured
into warring camps, families often never fully recover. Signif-
icantly, even psychologist Judith Wallerstein, author of one
of the most-cited studies about the negative effects of divorce
on children, opposes legal efforts to make divorce harder.

Divorce Is Not Easy
Covenant marriage raises hurdles that already are high
enough. The current outcry that divorce has gotten “too
easy” is a periodic complaint, recalling Horace Greeley’s dis-
pleasure in the late 19th century that too many people were
getting “unmarried at pleasure.” This charge is cheap to
make but impossible to substantiate. Everyone believes di-
vorce is a bad thing, yet everyone knows individuals who di-
vorced for good reasons. By the same token, many think di-
vorce is “too easy,” but would be hard put to name a single
person for whom the process was anything but painful and
arduous—as it should be. Fault or no-fault, divorce is not
lightly undertaken.

Neither is matrimony, the Donald Trumps of the world
notwithstanding. To act as though the Louisiana Legislature,
which initiated covenant divorce in 1997, had just invented a
way to make marriage binding and meaningful demeans the
vows which have joined men and women for millennia.

Covenant marriage is sexist. One of the principal ratio-
nales behind covenant marriage is that it will provide wives
with legal recourse against errant husbands the way the old
laws did. They linked property to “fault,” forcing the di-
vorcing wage-earner to continue to support his family and
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giving “innocent” wives considerable leverage in negotiating
settlements. The loss of this bargaining power concerns
women’s-rights advocates as well, joining them in an un-
likely alliance with “pro-family” forces.

But the automatic assumption that wives are victims does
women no favors and is unfair to the many “innocent” hus-
bands whose wives leave them. The underlying notion of in-
nocence vs. guilt should be jettisoned. It reinforces the age-
old link between goodness (innocence) and passivity, a big
step backward for authentic women’s rights. It also com-
pletely disregards the fact that divorce is twice as likely to be
initiated by the wife as the husband, and that advancements
in women’s social and political status correlate with access to
affordable divorce. Divorce indeed would become less ac-
cessible to women under covenant marriage because it
would cost so much more.

A Step Back
Covenant marriage ignores social reality. Profoundly reac-
tionary, the covenant-marriage movement invokes a return
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What Does Covenant Marriage Require?
Covenant marriage is an innovative, optional form of mar-
riage contract that marrying (or already married) couples
may choose if they so desire. It became available in Louisiana
in August 1997 (Arizona began offering covenant marriage
the following year as well). A covenant marriage contract is
intended to signify a couple’s greater commitment to their
marriage, and their voluntary sacrifice of standard access to
quick, easy, no-fault divorce in the future. Couples who
choose covenant marriage must complete at least a small
amount of pre-marital counseling. They must sign and file
affidavits attesting to their understanding that marriage is a
life-long commitment. And—after divulging to one another
all information that might affect the other’s decision—they
must agree to seek divorce only with approved fault grounds,
or after an extended waiting period of two years for no-fault
actions. In either case, covenant marriage couples who de-
cide to divorce may do so only after completing required
counseling intended to save the marriage if possible.
Katherine Brown Rosier and Scott L. Feld, Journal of Comparative Family
Studies, Summer 2000.



to a way of life that was rooted in postwar prosperity, only
available to a privileged minority and never all that golden.
Of course it would be wonderful if everyone lived happily
ever after and all children were raised by loving parents who
made it home by 3 o’clock. But, like it or not, most parents
must work outside the home. Like it or not, the American
family is changing shape: 60 percent of families are headed
by a single parent, more than half of whom have never been
married. Like it or not, marriage is becoming less relevant:
about 3.5 million unmarried opposite-sex couples now share
living quarters, up from 2 million a decade ago; men and
women now marry later, separate from one another more
frequently and, once separated, are less likely to remarry.

Because of these and other wide-ranging cultural forces,
divorce is here to stay. As sociologist Arlie Hochschild puts it,
“Women have gone into the labor force, but . . . , we have not
rewired the notion of manhood so that it makes sense to par-
ticipate at home. Marriage then becomes the shock absorber
of those strains.” To cope, husbands and wives need help fig-
uring out fairer ways to distribute responsibility and author-
ity. Meanwhile, the question is not whether these changes are
good or bad, but how Americans can adapt wisely and com-
passionately to a domestic landscape in profound transition.

Idealizing the traditional nuclear family excludes not just
the divorced, but also widows and widowers, adopted and
foster children and all those who love and are loved outside
of a legal contract. It sanctions job discrimination against
working parents who need all the help they can get. It ig-
nores the fact that divorce often brings terrible problems to
light (problems that continue to seethe privately and damag-
ingly in many intact families) and that divorce very often is
the right decision for both the adults and the children in-
volved. It denies the reality that many divorced parents con-
tinue to cooperate successfully in raising healthy children.
And it perpetuates the myth that divorced people do not
honor or value marriage. It is time for our religious and po-
litical leaders to stop looking back at outmoded models and
reach ahead to innovative solutions.

Covenant marriage is morally problematic. Who really
believes that physical abuse or abandonment must take place
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to render a marriage intolerable? Certainly no victim of
mental cruelty, verbal abuse, confinement, financial or sex-
ual withholding, threats against children or dozens of other
reprehensible behaviors against which covenant marriage
will offer no recourse.

Even more troubling is the quality of married life implic-
itly sanctioned by this legislation. The threat of an ugly, pro-
tracted legal battle indeed will immobilize a number of
deeply unhappy spouses. But the thought that someone
would want to stay married against his or her partner’s de-
sires runs contrary to any humane notion of how people who
once cared deeply about each other—and may still—should
treat each other. What kind of marriage can it be when one
spouse is present against his or her will? What kind of life
can be lived in rooms full of rage and despair? Wedlock in-
deed, but no place for children, nor for responsible adults.
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“Far from weakening heterosexual
marriage, gay marriage would . . . help
strengthen it.”

Legalizing Same-Sex Marriage
Would Strengthen Marriage
Andrew Sullivan

In the following viewpoint, Andrew Sullivan argues that ex-
cluding same-sex couples from the right to marry is a viola-
tion of homosexuals’ civil rights. Furthermore, he contends
that same-sex marriage would promote monogamy and sta-
bility among all couples, and therefore strengthen the insti-
tution of marriage. Sullivan is the former editor of the New
Republic, a magazine of politics and culture.

As you read, consider the following questions:
1. According to the author, what is the Federal Marriage

Amendment?
2. How did heterosexuals change marriage in the 1970s, as

stated by Sullivan?
3. Why do conservatives think that gay men threaten the

institution of marriage, as related by the author?

Andrew Sullivan, “TRB from Washington: Unveiled,” New Republic, August 13,
2001, p. 6. Copyright © 2001 by The New Republic, Inc. Reproduced with
permission.
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In the decade or so in which same-sex marriage has been a
matter of public debate, several arguments against it have

been abandoned. Some opponents initially claimed marriage
was about children and so gays couldn’t marry. But courts
made the obvious point that childless heterosexuals can
marry and so the comparison was moot. Others said a change
in the definition of marriage would inexorably lead to legal
polygamy. But homosexuals weren’t asking for the right to
marry anyone. They were asking for the right to marry some-
one. Still others worried that if one state granted such a right,
the entire country would have to accept same-sex marriage.
But legal scholars pointed out that marriage has not histori-
cally been one of those legal judgments that the “full faith
and credit” clause of the U.S. Constitution says must be rec-
ognized in every state if they are valid in one state. And if
there were any doubt, the Defense of Marriage Act, designed
expressly to prohibit such a scenario, was passed by a Repub-
lican Congress and President Bill Clinton in 1996.

None of this stopped the Vermont Supreme Court, legis-
lature, and governor from establishing “civil unions,” the eu-
phemism for gay marriage in the Ben & Jerry’s state. It’s been
several years since civil unions debuted, and social collapse
doesn’t seem imminent. Perhaps panicked by this nonevent,
the social right in July 2001 launched a Federal Marriage
Amendment [which is still being considered], which would
bar any state from enacting same-sex marriage, forbid any ar-
rangement designed to give gays equal marriage benefits, and
destroy any conceivable claim that conservatives truly believe
in states’ rights. Even some movement conservatives—most
notably The Washington Times—demurred. The Wall Street
Journal ran its only op-ed on the matter in opposition.

Sex and Sexual Difference
Perhaps concerned that their movement is sputtering, the
opponents of same-sex marriage have turned to new argu-
ments. Stanley Kurtz, the sharpest and fairest of these crit-
ics, summed up the case in August 2001 in National Review
Online. For Kurtz and other cultural conservatives, the deep-
est issue is sex and sexual difference. “Marriage,” Kurtz ar-
gues, “springs directly from the ethos of heterosexual sex.
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Once marriage loses its connection to the differences be-
tween men and women, it can only start to resemble a glori-
fied and slightly less temporary version of hooking up.”

Let’s unpack this. Kurtz’s premise is that men and women
differ in their sexual-emotional makeup. Men want sex more
than stability; women want stability more than sex. Hetero-
sexual marriage is therefore some kind of truce in the sex
wars. One side gives sex in return for stability; the other pro-
vides stability in return for sex. Both sides benefit, children
most of all. Since marriage is defined as the way women
tame men, once one gender is missing, this taming institu-
tion will cease to work. So, in Kurtz’s words, a “world of
same-sex marriages is a world of no-strings heterosexual
hookups and 50 percent divorce rates.”

But isn’t this backward? Surely the world of no-strings
heterosexual hookups and 50 percent divorce rates preceded
gay marriage. It was heterosexuals in the 1970s who changed
marriage into something more like a partnership between
equals, with both partners often working and gender roles
less rigid than in the past. All homosexuals are saying, three
decades later, is that, under the current definition, there’s no
reason to exclude us. If you want to return straight marriage
to the 1950s, go ahead. But until you do, the exclusion of gays
is simply an anomaly—and a denial of basic civil equality.

Homosexuals and Monogamy
The deeper worry is that gay men simply can’t hack mono-
gamy and that any weakening of fidelity in the Bill Clinton-
Gary Condit [politicians who had extramarital affairs] era is
too big a risk to take with a vital social institution. One big
problem with this argument is that it completely ignores les-
bians. So far in Vermont there have been almost twice as
many lesbian civil unions as gay male ones—even though
most surveys show that gay men outnumber lesbians about
two to one. That means lesbians are up to four times more
likely to get married than gay men—unsurprising if you buy
Kurtz’s understanding of male and female sexuality. So if you
accept the premise that women are far more monogamous
than men, and that therefore lesbian marriages are more
likely to be monogamous than even heterosexual ones, the
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net result of lesbian marriage rights is clearly a gain in mono-
gamy, not a loss. For social conservatives, what’s not to like?

Changing with the Times
Lesbians and gay men are indisputably a part of the diversity
of this nation. What has made marriage such a durable insti-
tution is not its emphasis on conformity, but rather its abil-
ity to flex and change to accommodate the purposes for
which it exists. In the 21st century, those goals are different
from what they were 100 or 500 years ago. Marriage no
longer exists for the purpose of forging great dynasties or se-
curing one’s lineage or keeping bloodlines clean. Today,
people marry the person they love for companionship and
support. Some marry because they know that raising chil-
dren and providing them with a secure environment is best
accomplished by a team. These purposes are not contingent
on sexual orientation or gender. They are universal. To serve
these goals, government’s singular role should be to help all
who make a commitment along these lines to flourish. That
includes lesbian and gay couples.
Paula L. Ehlebrick, Insight on the News, June 19, 2000.

But the conservatives are wrong when it comes to gay
men as well. Gay men—not because they’re gay but because
they are men in an all-male subculture—are almost certainly
more sexually active with more partners than most straight
men. (Straight men would be far more promiscuous, I think,
if they could get away with it the way gay guys can.) Many
gay men value this sexual freedom more than the stresses
and strains of monogamous marriage (and I don’t blame
them). But this is not true of all gay men. Many actually
yearn for social stability, for anchors for their relationships,
for the family support and financial security that come with
marriage. To deny this is surely to engage in the “soft big-
otry of low expectations.” They may be a minority at the
moment. But with legal marriage, their numbers would
surely grow. And they would function as emblems in gay cul-
ture of a sexual life linked to stability and love.

So what’s the catch? I guess the catch would be if those
gay male couples interpret marriage as something in which
monogamy is optional. But given the enormous step in gay
culture that marriage represents, and given that marriage is
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entirely voluntary, I see no reason why gay male marriages
shouldn’t be at least as monogamous as straight ones. Per-
haps those of us in the marriage movement need to stress the
link between gay marriage and monogamy more clearly. We
need to show how renunciation of sexual freedom in an all-
male world can be an even greater statement of commitment
than among straights. I don’t think this is as big a stretch as
it sounds. In Denmark, where de facto gay marriage has ex-
isted for some time, the rate of marriage among gays is far
lower than among straights, but, perhaps as a result, the gay
divorce rate is just over one-fifth that of heterosexuals. And,
during the first six years in which gay marriage was legal,
scholar Darren Spedale has found, the rate of straight mar-
riages rose 10 percent, and the rate of straight divorces de-
creased by 12 percent. In the only country where we have
real data on the impact of gay marriage, the net result has
clearly been a conservative one.

When you think about it, this makes sense. Within gay
subculture, marriage would not be taken for granted. It’s
likely to attract older, more mainstream gay couples, its sta-
bilizing ripples spreading through both the subculture and
the wider society. Because such marriages would integrate a
long-isolated group of people into the world of love and
family, they would also help heal the psychic wounds that
scar so many gay people and their families. Far from weak-
ening heterosexual marriage, gay marriage would, I bet, help
strengthen it, as the culture of marriage finally embraces all
citizens. How sad that some conservatives still cannot see
that. How encouraging that, in such a short time, so many
others have begun to understand.
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“Same-sex partnerships are a . . . step
toward the replacement of marriage with a
new system of temporary, fluctuating
unions.”

Legalizing Same-Sex Marriage
Would Harm Marriage
David Frum

In 2000, Vermont conferred all the rights and privileges of
marriage to homosexual couples by legalizing “civil unions.”
In the following viewpoint, David Frum argues that the Ver-
mont legislature forced acceptance of gay marriage on the
rest of the country. Frum maintains that gay marriage
threatens the institution of marriage by changing it from a
stable union between a man and a woman to an unstable and
temporary agreement between consenting parties. Frum is a
columnist for the National Post, a contributing editor for the
Weekly Standard, and the author of Dead Right.

As you read, consider the following questions:
1. According to the author, why is Vermont’s constitution

difficult to alter?
2. What did the 1996 Defense of Marriage Act decree, as

stated by the author?
3. According to Frum, why will same-sex unions make

children a marketable commodity?

David Frum, “The End of Marriage?” Weekly Standard, January 17, 2000, pp. 7–8.
Copyright © 2001 by Weekly Standard. Reprinted with permission.
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Where are they when they’re needed, all of our al-
legedly pro-family politicians? In 2000, the Vermont

supreme court handed down the incredible ruling that mar-
riage violated the state’s 1793 constitution. With that deci-
sion, the long-simmering theoretical argument over rights
for homosexuals exploded into immediate practical urgency.
Ex-presidential candidates Gary Bauer and Steve Forbes ob-
jected, but, so far as we can tell, all of the leading candidates
for president [in the 2000 election] promptly went silent.

The Vermont court ordered the state legislature to confer
on cohabiting homosexuals all the rights and privileges it ex-
tends to married men and women. The court offered the
legislature the option of avoiding the word “marriage”—it
proposed the euphemism “domestic partnership” instead—
but it insisted that whatever names were used, the thing it-
self had to be the same.

Gay Marriage Is Here to Stay
When Hawaii’s supreme court attempted a similarly reckless
adventure in 1996, the state’s voters amended their constitu-
tion to slap the court down. But Vermont’s constitution is
extraordinarily difficult to alter (an amendment must origi-
nate in the state senate, requires four separate legislative
votes spaced over four years, must be signed by the gover-
nor, and only then goes to the people for their approval) and
so the court’s decision is likely to remain law for some time.
Which means, despite the “domestic partnership” alias, that
gay marriage has for the first time been foisted on an Amer-
ican state. For the first time, but not the last. Given the sub-
tle interworkings of the American federal system—and also
given the not-at-all subtle bias of the American legal class
against family and marriage—the Vermont ruling is a clear
and present danger to marriage everywhere in the country.
Even very liberal courts have thus far hesitated to impose
gay marriage on their own states. But Vermont has now of-
fered such courts a means to smuggle gay marriage past their
legislatures and voters, and in a way not easily corrected by
a constitutional amendment.

New Jersey, for example, may be afflicted with the most
liberal judiciary in the country. Its ability to do harm has
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been constrained by a state constitution with an effective
amending formula. But what happens when a homosexual
with a rich Vermont-domiciled partner defaults on a debt in
New Jersey? Can the New Jersey courts be trusted to pass up
such a glittering opportunity to import gay marriage into
their state?

What happens when a Vermont homosexual is hit by a car
in Massachusetts, and his partner demands to be recognized
as the next-of-kin? Can the Massachusetts courts really be
expected to deny this recognition?

Suppose a husband and wife divorce in New York and
agree that the wife should have custody of their children.
She now moves to Vermont, takes up with a woman, and en-
ters into a partnership. Her husband sues, charging that the
wife has created an unsuitable home environment for the
children by entering into a non-marital cohabitation. The
wife denies that the home is unsuitable: By Vermont stan-
dards, she has remarried. Will the New York courts deny it?

The American Family Crisis
The 1996 federal Defense of Marriage Act will quickly
prove to be flimsy protection against the potential for legal
mischief created by the Vermont court. The Defense of
Marriage Act permits the courts and legislatures of the other
49 states to ignore Vermont homosexual partnerships. But it
does not prevent courts and legislatures from recognizing
such partnerships as marriages if they so choose, and under
the pressure of legal conundrums like those above, one or
more of the 49 is bound to crack.

In other words, the long-anticipated legal crisis of the
American family has arrived, and it has arrived as a nation-
wide crisis. And yet, the would-be leaders of the nation have
shockingly little to say about it. Former Vice President Al
Gore issued a brief statement on the day of the ruling ap-
plauding the result while clumsily attempting to reassure tra-
ditionalists. “I am not for changing the institution of mar-
riage as we have traditionally known it. But I am for legal
protections for domestic partnerships.” Former presidential
candidate Bill Bradley also claims to oppose (or, as his cam-
paign materials cautiously put it, “not support”) gay mar-
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riage. But he has chosen to duck the Vermont issue alto-
gether. Ditto for Senator John McCain: The otherwise volu-
ble candidate has apparently said not one word about the de-
cision in Vermont. President George W. Bush contented
himself with a brief answer to a journalist’s question about the
case: “I believe marriage is between a man and a woman.”

The Slippery Slope
Homosexual couples speak of their loving relationships which
couldn’t possibly threaten heterosexual families. “Why
should society discriminate against our love?” they ask. For
that matter, why should society discriminate against any adult
relationship? Once gay marriage is instituted, there’s no logi-
cal reason to deny marriage licenses to any other couple or
combination. If a man wants to marry his sister or his Siamese
cat or if three or more people want to marry each other, how
can society discriminate against their love?
Don Feder, Insight on the News, June 19, 2000.

This won’t do. Merely stating your support for the law as
it existed yesterday does nothing to protect the country from
the legal threat it faces today. When the Supreme Court of
one of the sovereign states ruled that it could find no “rea-
sonable and just basis” for upholding the constitutionality of
the institution of marriage, it posed a legal challenge—and a
moral challenge—to the whole nation. This is not the first
time that the challenge has been posed: In the series of court
cases that challenged Congress’s authority to suppress
polygamy in the Utah Territory, the federal courts recog-
nized, as Justice Mathews ruled in the 1885 case of Murphy
v. Ramsey, that “no legislation can be supposed more whole-
some and necessary in the founding of a free, self-governing
commonwealth, fit to take rank as one of the co-ordinate
states of the Union, than that which seeks to establish it on
the basis of the idea of the family, as consisting in and
springing from the union for life of one man and one woman
in the holy estate of matrimony; the sure foundation of all
that is stable and noble in our civilization; the best guaranty
of that reverent morality which is the source of all beneficent
progress in social and political improvement.” The federal
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government cannot and should not exert the same authority
over Vermont, a state, as it did over Utah, then still a terri-
tory. But if Vermont’s revolution is to be contained and cor-
rected, national lawmakers and leaders must articulate their
reasons for rejecting it and their plans for mitigating the
damage it will do.

Gay Marriage Debases Americans
Advocates of same-sex partnership like to point out that civ-
ilizations have experimented with many forms of sexual and
family organization. That’s true of course—just as it’s true
that civilizations have experimented with many forms of po-
litical and economic organization. What Americans have un-
derstood until now, however, is that heterosexual monogamy
is the only form of sexual organization consistent with re-
publican self-government. Anything else, as the Supreme
Court observed in 1890, tends to “destroy the purity of the
marriage relation, to disturb the peace of families, to de-
grade woman, and to debase man.”

The first effects of that debasement are already becoming
visible. How often have we heard that the defense of mar-
riage is the moral equivalent of the defense of segregation?
Doesn’t anybody stop to ponder the horrific trivialization of
the evil of segregation implied by this analogy?

But there is plenty more debasement still to come. Same-
sex partnerships are a large and decisive step toward the re-
placement of marriage with a new system of temporary, fluc-
tuating unions that elevate the wishes of adults over the
welfare of children. In order to treat same-sex and opposite-
sex relationships equally, the new unions will have to be sex-
blind: The law will no longer be permitted to take into ac-
count the distinctive connections between mothers and
children and the special vulnerabilities of women in mar-
riage. Again in order to treat same-sex and opposite-sex
unions equally, the new partnerships will have to accept chil-
dren as a marketable commodity, and to accommodate the
alarming new trend toward the purchase and sale of sperm,
eggs, and wombs. One of the very first arguments put for-
ward against a federal ban on human cloning was that the ban
would threaten the reproductive freedom of homosexuals.
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The family is where we learn to be human and to be citi-
zens. Discarding the family in favor of something new will
change the meaning of both humanity and citizenship. This
is about as large a political issue as there could be. Is it really
possible that none of the leading [political figures] is large
enough to address it?
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For Further Discussion
Chapter 1
1. Barbara LeBey outlines four factors that contributed to the de-

cline of the traditional family: the sexual revolution, women’s
liberation, divorce, and increased mobility. David Blankenhorn
argues that the decline in nuclear families is abating. Consider-
ing each author’s argument, do you think that modern families
will revert to a traditional structure after decades of moderniza-
tion? Explain your answer using specifics from both viewpoints
and your own personal observations.

2. Maggie Gallagher argues that parents should avoid divorce at all
costs because of the damaging effect divorce has on children.
Suzanne Moore contends that divorce, per se, is not harmful,
but rather it is contentious divorce resulting in estrangement of
one or both parents from their children that is damaging. With
whose argument do you most agree? Explain your answer.

3. According to Richard Lowry, stay-at-home mothers provide
better care for their children than mothers who work. On the
contrary, Reed Karaim maintains that working mothers teach
their children useful life skills, such as independence, hard work,
and ambition. Based on your own experience, do you think stay-
at-home or working mothers are better caretakers of their chil-
dren? Explain.

Chapter 2
1. Linda J. Waite argues that marriage confers benefits on couples

and their children that other unions do not. Dorian Solot main-
tains that families headed by unmarried couples can be as healthy
as families headed by married couples. Compare the opinions
presented in the two viewpoints and then formulate your own as-
sessment of whether marriage is necessary to healthy families.

2. Alan W. Dowd contends that fathers are essential to children’s
health. Louise B. Silverstein and Carl F. Auerbach maintain that
children benefit from any stable, supportive parent, regardless
of gender. Whose argument do you find most convincing? Ex-
plain your answer.

3. Steven E. Rhoads argues that men and women are biologically
programmed to enact traditional gender roles in marriage.
Steven L. Nock asserts that male and female roles in marriage
need to keep up with changing social trends that afford women
more equality. Considering each author’s evidence, do you think
that men and women should adhere to certain roles in relation-
ships? Why, or why not?
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Chapter 3
1. Elizabeth Bartholet argues that placing troubled children in

permanent adoptive homes as quickly as possible is preferable
to returning them to abusive biological parents or foster care.
Evelyn Burns Robinson contends that adoption should be
avoided because it is a permanent solution to temporary prob-
lems. With whose argument do you most agree? Citing from
both texts, explain why you think adoption should be encour-
aged or discouraged.

2. According to Albert R. Hunt, children raised by gay and lesbian
couples fare as well as children raised by heterosexual couples.
Paul Cameron argues that gay-rights activists misinterpret statis-
tics to further their own agenda. Whose evidence do you find
most convincing and why?

Chapter 4
1. Mona Harrington argues that most families need full-time day

care to allow both parents to pursue their career goals. Karl
Zinsmeister maintains that parents should rethink their profes-
sional aspirations if their jobs take them away from their chil-
dren. Whose argument do you find most persuasive? That is, do
you think that government should help improve day care or pro-
vide assistance to families that have one stay-at-home parent?
Explain, using specifics from both texts.

2. According to Stephen Baskerville, “with the exception of con-
victed criminals, no group today has fewer rights than fathers.”
However, Tim Tippins argues that fathers who complain about
the family court system infringing on their rights cannot accept
that their own actions contributed to the court decisions. With
whose opinion do you most agree? Explain.

3. John Crouch contends that covenant marriage would strengthen
marital bonds and reduce divorce. Ashton Applewhite argues
that covenant marriage would not undo the social changes that
led to a decline in marriage and high incidence of divorce. Cit-
ing from both authors, explain why you think covenant marriage
would succeed or fail in its effort to fortify marriage.

4. According to Andrew Sullivan, same-sex marriage would rein-
force the institution of marriage by promoting stability and
monogamy. David Frum argues that same-sex marriages would
threaten the institution of marriage by promoting instability. Do
you think that same-sex marriage threatens heterosexual mar-
riage? Why or why not?



Organizations to Contact
The editors have compiled the following list of organizations con-
cerned with the issues debated in this book. The descriptions are
derived from materials provided by the organizations. All have
publications or information available for interested readers. The
list was compiled on the date of publication of the present volume;
names, addresses, phone and fax numbers, and e-mail and Internet
addresses may change. Be aware that many organizations take sev-
eral weeks or longer to respond to inquiries, so allow as much time
as possible.

Adoptive Families of America (AFA)
333 Highway 100 N., Minneapolis, MN 55422
(612) 535-4829 • fax: (612) 535-7808
e-mail: llynch@uslink.net • website: www.adoptivefam.org
AFA serves as an umbrella organization supporting adoptive par-
ents groups. It provides problem-solving assistance and informa-
tion about the challenges of adoption to members of adoptive and
prospective adoptive families. It also seeks to create opportunities
for successful adoptive placement and supports the health and wel-
fare of children without permanent homes. AFA publishes the
Guide to Adoption once a year and the bimonthly magazine Adoptive
Families (formerly Ours magazine).

American Family Communiversity (AFCO)
542 N. Artesian St., Chicago, IL 60612
(312) 738-2207 • fax: (312) 738-2207
AFCO is a multidisciplinary action and education agency engaged
in upgrading the various policies, practices, procedures, profes-
sions, systems, and institutions affecting the stability and viability
of marriage. It publishes the books Divorce for the Unbroken Mar-
riage and Therapeutic Family Law as well as several monographs.

American Life League (ALL)
PO Box 1350, Stafford, VA 22555
(540) 659-4171 • fax: (540) 659-2586
e-mail: jbrown@all.org • website: www.all.org
ALL is a pro-life organization that provides books, pamphlets, and
other educational materials to organizations opposed to abortion,
euthanasia, and physician-assisted suicide. It publishes booklets,
reports, and pamphlets such as How the I.U.D. and “The Pill” Work,
Gambling with Life, Contraception and Abortion, The Deadly Connec-
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tion, What Is RU-486? and What Is Norplant? as well as the bi-
monthly magazine Celebrating Life.

American Public Human Services Association (APHSA)
810 1st St. NE, Suite 500, Washington, DC 20002
(202) 682-0100 • fax: (202) 289-6555
e-mail: jpatterson@aphsa.org • website: www.aphsa.org
APHSA is an organization of members of human services agencies
and other individuals interested in human service issues. The as-
sociation’s mission is to develop, promote, and implement public
human services policies that improve the health and well-being of
families, children, and adults. Their publications include the pro-
fessional journal Policy & Practice and the annual Public Human Ser-
vices Directory.

Child Care Action Campaign (CCAC)
330 7th Ave., 17th Floor, New York, NY 10001
(212) 239-0138 • fax: (212) 268-6515
e-mail: info@childcareaction.org
website: www.childcareaction.org
CCAC is a group of individuals and organizations interested and
active in child care. Its purposes are to alert the country to the
problems of and need for child care services, analyze existing ser-
vices and identify gaps, prepare and disseminate information gath-
ered through inquiries, work directly with communities to stimu-
late the development of local task forces, and bring pressing
legislative action or inaction to public attention. CCAC publishes
several books, including An Employer’s Guide to Child Care Consul-
tants and the bimonthly newsletter The Child Care ActioNews as
well as several resource guides for parents.

Children of Lesbians and Gays Everywhere (COLAGE)
3543 18th St., Suite 1, San Francisco, CA 94110
(415) 861-5437 • fax: (415) 255-8345
e-mail: collage@colage.org • website: www.colage.org
COLAGE is a national and international organization that sup-
ports young people with lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender
(LGBT) parents. Their mission is to foster the growth of daugh-
ters and sons of LGBT parents by providing education, support,
and community. Their publications include such newsletters as
Tips for Making Classrooms Safer for Students with LGBT Parents and
COLAGE Summary.



Child Welfare League of America (CWLA)
440 1st St. NW, 3rd Floor, Washington, DC 20001
(202) 638-2952 • fax: (202) 638-4004
e-mail: info@cwla.org • website: www.cwla.org
The CWLA, a social welfare organization concerned with setting
standards for welfare and human services agencies, works to im-
prove care and services for abused, dependent, or neglected chil-
dren, youth, and their families. It provides consultation and con-
ducts research on all aspects of adoption. It publishes the
bimonthly journal Child Welfare as well as several books, including
Child Welfare: A Journal of Policy, Practice, and Program.

Coalition on Human Needs (CHN)
1120 Connecticut Ave. NW, Suite 910, Washington, DC 20036
(202) 223-2532 • fax: (202) 223-2538
e-mail: chn@chn.org • website: www.chn.org
The coalition is an advocacy organization concerned with such is-
sues as education, federal budget and tax policy, health care, hous-
ing, and public assistance. It lobbies for adequate federal funding
for welfare, Medicaid, and other social services. CHN’s publica-
tions include How the Poor Would Remedy Poverty and the bi-
monthly newsletter Insight/Action.

Concerned Women for America (CWFA)
1015 15th St. NW, Suite 1100, Washington, DC 20005
(202) 488-7000 • fax: (202) 488-0806
e-mail: mail@cwfa.org • website: www.cwfa.org
The CWFA is an educational and legal defense foundation that
seeks to strengthen the traditional family by promoting Judeo-
Christian moral standards. It opposes gay marriage and the grant-
ing of additional civil rights protections to gays and lesbians. The
CWFA publishes the monthly magazine Family Voice and various
position papers on gay marriage and other issues.

Families and Work Institute (FWI)
267 5th Ave., 2nd Floor, New York, NY 10016
(212) 465-2044 • fax: (212) 465-8637
e-mail: dmoore@familiesandwork.org
website: www.familiesandwork.org
The institute addresses the changing nature of work and family life
by fostering mutually supportive connections among workplaces,
families, and communities. It publishes research reports and other
information under the headings General Work-Family Issues, De-
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pendent Care Issues, Leave Issues, and International Work-Family
Issues.

Family Research Council (FRC)
801 G St. NW, Washington, DC 20001
(202) 393-2100 • fax: (202) 393-2134
website: www.frc.org
The council is a research, resource, and educational organization
that promotes the traditional family, which the council defines as a
group of people bound by marriage, blood, or adoption. It opposes
gay marriage, adoption rights for homosexual couples, and no-
fault divorce. The FRC publishes numerous reports with conser-
vative perspectives on issues affecting the family, including “Free
to Be Family” as well as the monthly newsletter Washington Watch
and the bimonthly journal Family Policy.

Family Research Institute (FRI)
PO Box 62640, Colorado Springs, CO 80962-0640
(303) 681-3113
website: www.familyresearchinst.org
The FRI distributes information about family, sexuality, and sub-
stance abuse issues. It believes that strengthening marriage would
reduce many social problems, including crime, poverty, and sexu-
ally transmitted diseases. The institute publishes the bimonthly
newsletter Family Research Report as well as the position paper
“What’s Wrong with Gay Marriage?”

Family Service Canada
404-383 Parkdale Ave., Ottawa, ON K1Y 4R4
(613) 722-9006 • (800) 668-7808
fax: (613) 722-8610
e-mail: info@familyservicecanada.org
website: www.familyservicecanada.org
Family Service Canada is a nonprofit, national organization that
represents the concerns of families and family-serving agencies
across Canada. The organization’s mission is to promote families
as the primary source of nurture and development of individuals,
to promote quality services that strengthen families and commu-
nities, and to advocate policies and legislation that advance family
well-being in Canada. The organization’s publications include the
quarterly newsletter Let’s Talk Families and numerous documents,
such as When Parents Separate or Divorce: Helping Your Child Cope
and Coping with Tricky Times: Conflict Resolution in Adult/Child Re-
lationships.



Focus on the Family
8605 Explorer Dr., Colorado Springs, CO 80920
(800) 232-6459 • fax: (719) 548-4525
website: www.family.org
Focus on the Family is a conservative Christian organization that
promotes traditional family values and gender roles. Its publica-
tions include the monthly magazine Focus on the Family and the re-
ports “Setting the Record Straight: What Research Really Says
About the Social Consequences of Homosexuality,” “No-Fault
Fallout: The Grim Aftermath of Modern Divorce Law and How
to Change It,” “Only a Piece of Paper? The Unquestionable Ben-
efits of Lifelong Marriage,” and “‘Only a Piece of Paper?’ The So-
cial Significance of the Marriage License and the Negative Conse-
quences of Cohabitation.”

Lambda Legal Defense Fund
120 Wall St., Suite 1500, New York, NY 10005
(212) 809-8585 • fax: (212) 809-0055
website: www.lambdalegal.org
Lambda is a public-interest law firm committed to achieving full
recognition of the civil rights of lesbians, gay men, and people with
HIV/AIDS. The firm addresses a variety of issues, including equal
marriage rights, parenting and relationship issues, and domestic-
partner benefits. It believes marriage is a basic right and an indi-
vidual choice. Lambda publishes the quarterly Lambda Update, the
pamphlet Freedom to Marry, and several position papers on same-
sex marriage.

National Coalition to End Racism in America’s Child Care
System
22075 Koths Ave., Taylor, MI 48180
(313) 295-0257
The coalition’s goal is to ensure that all children requiring place-
ment outside the home, whether through foster care or adoption,
are placed in the earliest available home most qualified to meet the
child’s needs. It promotes the view that children in foster care
should not be moved after initial placement just to match them
with foster parents of their own race. The coalition publishes the
Children’s Voice quarterly.
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National Council on Family Relations (NCFR)
3989 Central Ave. NE, Suite 550, Minneapolis, MN 55421
(612) 781-9331 • fax: (763) 781-9348
e-mail: info@ncfr.com • website: www.ncfr.com
The council is made up of social workers, clergy, counselors, psy-
chologists, and others who research issues relating to the family in
such fields as education, social work, psychology, sociology, home
economics, anthropology, and health care. It provides counseling
through its Certified Family Life Educators Department. The
NCFR publishes several books, audio- and videotapes, and the
quarterlies Journal of Marriage and the Family and Family Relations.

Reunite, Inc.
PO Box 694, Reynoldsburg, OH 43068
(614) 861-2584 • fax: (614) 861-2584
The organization’s objectives are to educate the public on the need
for adoption reform, encourage legislative changes, and assist in
adoptee, adoptive parent, and birth parent searches when all par-
ties have reached majority. It publishes a brochure, Reunite.

Single Parent Resource Center
141 W. 28th St., Suite 302, New York, NY 10001
(212) 951-7030
website: www.singleparentsusa.com
The center’s goal is to provide single parents with the resources to
lead normal family lives and to establish a network of local single-
parent groups so that such groups will have a collective political
voice. It distributes “Kid-Paks,” “Parent-Paks,” and the “Tips for
Safety” video kits by order form.
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