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Alexis de Tocqueville saw the American family, so different from 
the European, as an exemplar and bulwark of sober democ- 
racy. Writing in the 1830s, he noted the "species of equality [that] 
prevails around the domestic hearth," the informality between 
parents and children, the early independence of sons and daugh- 
ters, and the general belief that "though their lot is different," men 
and women are "beings of equal value" to society. 

Since Tocqueville's visit, of course, much has changed. The 
family has been affected, like other American institutions, by the 
shift from farm to city, by technology, by individual mobility. Of 
late, something like a family upheaval has taken place, widely 
publicized but only dimly understood. The new statistics on mar- 
riage and remarriage, working wives, fertility rates, divorce, "fe- 
male-headed" households are dramatic. But the change has been 
accompanied by little comprehensive analysis by scholars of its 
social causes and effects. There has been a trickle of specialized 
studies-on women, on child care, on family welfare policy. The 
futurologists have been busy. But solid research is scarce. 

On the following two pages, as a reminder of Tocqueville's 
time, we reproduce part of an 1838 guide to "domestic happiness." 
Next, as an indication of the current scholarly "state of the art" 
we present some basic statistics and three essays on the family as 
an institution in the 1970s. Economists Heather L. Ross and Isabel 
V. Sawhill survey the family's changing role. Educator Mary Jo 
Bane discusses the children most affected-those in "female- 
headed" families. Finally, from yet another perspective, social 
psychologist George Levinger examines the trends, reviews the 
research, and notes some of the unanswered questions. 
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"DOMESTIC HAPPINESS" 
I N  TOCQUEVILLE'S TIME 

In 1838, shortly after Tocqueville's 
visit to America, a Philadelphia . publisher issued Practical Rules for 
the Promotion of Domestic 
Happiness. The author, a Mr. Carey, 
described himself as a father of 
seven children who "never struck 
one o f  them with a rod," yet found 
them obedient. And he deplored 
contemporary writers who depicted 
wives as "mere housekeepers." 
W e  present here some pages from 
Mr. Carey's guidebook. 

PHILOSOPHY OF COMMON SENSE. 
-,".eg- 

P R A C T I C A L  R U L E S  
FOX THE 

P R O M O T I O N  

OF 

D O M E S T I C  H A P P I N E S S :  
CONTAWING 

RULES FOR THE MARRIED; 

E S S A Y  
ON THE 

RELATIONS OF MASTERS. AND MISTRESSES. AND 
DOMESTICS; 

RULES FOR MORAL EDUCATION; 

ESSAY ON FASHIONS, 

AND 

ON THE PERNICIOUS EFFECTS OF  THE USE OF CORSETS; 

>Vr'T!< VAFLIOUS OTJIE?. FUOITIVE ARTiCLZS, 

--*ee,6iÃ‘ 

BY M C \liEV, M..A P S. 
*"THO" 0,: TttL OLIVE ~ L # t A X C ~ ~ ,  T,rs"rrl.E EX,BE"S,C.F 

E S S A Y S  ox LKFA*? SC,,OOL3, 

-.wee".- 

Ãˆll lI;HieIi)t] ia  
J b N S ,  h , D ~ ~ ~ X X X , ~ ~ , ,  

RULES FOB HUSBANDS. 

I. Always regard your wife as your equal; 
treat her  with kindness, respect, and attention; 
and never address her with the appearance of 
an  air of authority, as if she were, as some 
misguided husbands appear to regard their 
wives, a mere housekeeper. 

11. Never interfere in her domestic con- 
cerns, hiring servants, &c. 

111. Always keep her properly supplied 
with money for furnishing your table in a 
style proportioned to your means, and for the 
purchase of dress, and whatever other articles 
she may require, suitable to her  station in life. 

IV.  Cheerfully and promptly comply with 
all her  reasonable requests. 

V.  Never  be so unjust as to lose your tem- 
per towards her, in consequence of indifferent 
cookery, or  irregularity in the hours of meals, 
or  any other mismanagement of her  servants; 
knowing the difficulty of making many of 
them do their duty. 

VI.  If she have prudence and good sense, 
consult her on all great operations, involving 
the risk of very serious injury, in case of 
failure. Many a man has been rescued from 
ruin b y  the wise counsels of his wife; and 
many a foolish husband has most seriously 
injured himself and family, b y  the rejection 
of the advice of his wife, stupidly fearing, if he 
followed it, he would be regarded as hen- 
pecked! A husband can never consult a 
counsellor more deeply interested in his wel- 
fare than his wife. 

VII .  If distressed or embarrassed in your 
circumstances, communicate your situation to 
lier with candour, that she may bear your 
difficulties in mind in her expenditures. Wo-  
men sometimes, believing their husbands' cir- 
cumstances better than they really are, dis- 
burse money which cannot be well afforded, 
and which, if they knew the real situation of 
their husbands' affairs, they would shrink 
from expending. 

VI I I .  Never on anyaccount chide or  rebuke 
your wife in company, should she make any 
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mistake in history, geography, grammar, or  
indeed 011 any other subject There  are, I 
am persuaded, many wives of such keen feel- 
ings and high spirits, (and such wives deserve 
to be treated with the utmost delicacy,) that 
they would rather receive a severe and bitter 
scolding in private. than a rebuke in compa- 
ny, calculated to display ignorance or  folly, 
or  to impair them in their own opinion, or  in 
that of others. 

" T o  sum up all you now have heard, 
Young men and old, perubc the bard, 

A female trusted toyour care, 
His rule is pithy, short and clear:- 

'Be lo her faults a little blind, 
Be to her virtues very kind 
Let all her ways be nnconfin'd, 
And place your padlock on her mind.'" 

RULES FOR WIVES. 

I. Always receive your husband with 
smiles-leaving nothing undone to render 
home agreeable-and gratefully reciprocating 
his kindness and attention. 

4 

11. Study to gratify his inclinations, in  re- 
gard t o  food and cookery; in  the management 
of the family; in your dress, manners, and 
deportment. 

111. Never attempt to  rule or  appear to 
rule your husband. Such conduct degrades 
husbands-and wives always partake largely 
in the degradation of their husbands. 

IV.  I n  every thing reasonable comply with 
his wishes with cheerfulness-and even as far 
as possible anticipate them. 

V. Avoid all altercations or  arguments 
leading to ill humour-and more especially 
before company. F e w  things are  more dis- 
gusting than the altercations of the married, 
when in the company of friends or strangers. 

VI. Never attempt to interfere in his busi- 
ness, unless he ask your advice or  counsel; 
and never attempt to  control him in the man- 
agement of it. 

VII .  Never confide to gossips any of the 
failings or  imperfections of your husband- 
nor any of those little differences that occa- 
sionally arise in the married state. I f  you 
do, you may rest assured that however strong 

the injunctions of secrecy on the one hand, 
o r  the pledge on the other, they will in a day 
or  two become the common talk of the neigh- 
bourhood. 

VI I I .  Try to cultivate your mind, so as, 
should your husband be intelligent and well- 
informed, you may join in rational conversa- 
tion with him and his friends. 

IX .  Th ink  nothing a trifle that  may pro- 
duce even a momentary breach of harmony, 
o r  the slightest uneasy sensation. 

' (Th ink  nought a trifle, though it small appear; 
Small sands the mountain, momcnts make the year, 
And tiifles life. Your care to trifles give, 
Else you may die ere you have learn'd to live." 

Kmil ... 

X. I f  your husband be in business, always, 
in your expenditures, bear in mind the trying 
vicissitudes to which trade and commerce are 
subject; and do not expose yourself to the 
reproach, should he experience one of them, 
of having unnecessarily expended money, of 

which you and your offspring may afterwards 
be in want. 

XI. While  you carefully shun, in providing 
for your family, the Scylla of meanness and 
parsimony, avoid equally the Charybdis of 
extravagance, an error too common here; as 
remarked b y  most of the travellers who visit 
this country. 

XII .  If you be disposed t o  economize, I 
beseech you not to extend your economy to 
the wages you pay to seamstresses or  washer- 
women, who, particularly the latter, are  too 
frequently ground to the earth, b y  the in- 
adequacy of tho wages they receive. Econo- 
mize, if you will, in shawls, bonnets, and 
handkerchiefs; but never, by exacting labour 
from the poor, without adequate compensation, 
incur the dire aniithemas pronounced in the 
Scriptures against the oppressors of the poor. 
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WHAT THE STATISTICS 
SHOW 

As can be seen from the graph on the opposite page, the 
three basic measures of American family formation and dissolu- 
tion have changed in recent years. 

The first-marriage rate is approaching an all-time low. 

The divorce rate is at an all-time high. 

The remarriage rate is down slightly. 

Until the end of the 1960s, all three trend lines followed a 
roughly parallel pattern. They dipped together to simultaneous 
'lows" during the Depression years, rose rapidly to "highs" im- 
mediately after World War IS, declined together in the 1950s, and 
then began to part company. During most of the 1960s, the divorce 
rate and the remarriage rate continued their parallel rise (this 
is not surprising, given the fact that three-fourths of all divorced 
women and five-sixths of all divorced men remarry). But the rate 
for persons getting married for the first time leveled off, then 
dipped slightly between 1970 and 1974. In the 1970s, the divorce 
rate began to climb spectacularly, and the remarriage rate de- 
clined modestly. 

While there may be no agreement about the reasons for the 
divorce rate being 2.5 times what it was at the end of the 1960s, 
it is clear-as can be seen from the graph opposite-that the 
realities of particular time periods affect the disposition of people 
to marry, divorce, or remarry. In the 1930s, the Depression's pinch 
created a downturn in all three rates. The mood of relief and 
release following World War I1 generated a temporary but sub- 
stantial increase in all three rates. In  the 1960s and 1970s, it seems 
clear that the changes in the rates have been due, in part, to new 
perceptions of the institution of marriage itself. 

A declining fertility rate may also have contributed to the rise 
in the divorce rate. Women with small families are more likely to 
be in the labor force and therefore financially more independent 
of their husbands. And as family size has declined, the proportion 
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of children in the average family who are of pre-school age has 
declined. This development has tended to free the mother to earn 
wages outside the home and, more and more, to become a poten- 
tial divorcke. 

Among other factors which may have stimulated the recent 
rise in divorce is an increase in premarital conceptions. As a 1972 
study for the U.S. Commission on Population Growth and the 
American Future has shown, premarital conception is conducive 
to divorce; consequently, an increase in family formation under 
such circumstances tends to increase the overall divorce rate. In 
1971, the first-child premarital conception rate was about 58 per 
cent for black women and 20 per cent for white women. 

The "Most Likely to  Dissolve" 

Young age at marriage, low education, low income, and low- 
status occupation have also been traditionally linked to family 
breakup. 

Results of the 1970 census showed that among persons who 
married for the first time between 1901 and 1970, the proportion 
of men divorced was twice as high for those who married before 
the age of 20 as for those who married in their late 20s. Similarly, 
the proportion was twice as high for women who married before 
18 as for those who married in their early 20s. One reason for 
these statistics, perhaps, is that a substantial proportion of those 
who married at a later age delayed marriage until they had fin- 
ished college. Among both men and women who had ever married, 
the highest proportion who were known to have been divorced 
after their first (or most recent) marriage was among those who 
had not completed high school. 

The median age at first marriage for men and women in the 
United States was first computed for 1890, when it was 26.1 years 
for men and 22.0 years for women. From the turn of the century 
to the mid-1950s, there was a fairly constant decline in these ages. 
They reached the youngest level in 1956-22.5 years for men, 20.1 
years for women. In 1974, the median age at first marriage was 
23.1 years for men and 21.1 years for women. The median age for 
men had remained the same since 1967. 

One reason for the "steadiness" of men's ages at first mar- 
riage, and the continuing "olderness'' of women, is what demog- 
raphers call the "marriage squeeze.'' Given the tradition that 
women marry men a few years older than themselves, a squeeze 
situation arose in the mid-1960s because more women 18 and 19 
years old were entering the marriage market than were men 20 
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and 21. The women were products of the post-World War II 
baby boom, whereas the men were born during the war years, 
when birth rates were down. 

The marriage squeeze may also have contributed to a recent 
pattern of delayed marriage, particularly among young women, 
beyond ages that have traditionally been considered prime years 
for first marriage. In 1960, 28 per cent of the women between 20 
and 24 were single; in 1974, 40 per cent were. 

The proportion of persons in the "ever divorced" category is 
highest for relatively disadvantaged groups, although the in- 
creased incidence of divorce has been occurring at all socioeco- 
nomic levels. According to data from the 1970 census, men 35 to 
44 with low incomes and a low level of educational attainment 

were more likely to have been divorced than men in the same age 
bracket who had higher incomes and more education. Yet be- 
tween 1960 and 1970, the increase in the proportion of divorced 
men was more rapid among men in the upper than in the lower 
levels. Thus there is less difference than there used to be in the 

divorce rates for poor men and well-to-do men. 
There is also less difference among women--but not for the 

same reason. Although the proportion of divorced women in the 
35-to-44 age bracket went up by nearly one-half during the 1960s, 
the percentage of divorced women in the highest income brackets 
rose more slowly than among other women. In other words, the 
percentage of divorced among upper-status women was converg- 
ing with that of other women by increasing move slo·wly than the 
average, whereas for upper-status men the percentage of divorced 
was converging with that of other men by increasing more rapidly 
than the average. 

These trends show that the recent increase in divorce has 

been pervasive with regard to social and economic levels and that 
socioeconomic differences in divorce are now smaller than they 
used to be. 

Divorce: The Racial Differences 

The incidence of divorce is uniformly higher for blacks than 
for whites, although both display generally similar patterns by 
social and economic characteristics. In 1970--again in the 35-to-44 
age bracket--19 per cent of black men who had ever been married 
were known to have had a divorce (compared with 15 per cent 
among white men) and 23 per cent of black women who had ever 
been married were known to have had a divorce (compared with 
17 per cent for white women). 
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statistics about one type of working mother--the one who lives 
with her husband and children: 

As of March 1974 (the latest time for which figures are 
available), 51 per cent of such women with children aged between 
six and 17 were in the labor force--that is, either working or seek 

ing work. In 1948, the figure was 26 per cent. 
41 Since the early 1950s, mothers of school-age children have 

been holding jobs at a greater rate than have married women 
without children. 

~i The most rapid land recent) increase in entry into the job 
market has been among mothers of pre-school children. In 1974, 
one of every three such women was in the labor force; in 1948, it 
was one of nine. 

g Two-thirds of all working mothers had full-time jobs in 
1974. 

It is now the younger mother--particularly the one under 25 
years of age--who is most likely to enter the labor force. One 
reason for this is that younger mothers feel the need to supple- 
ment the relatively low earnings of a young husband just begin- 
ning his career. In general, it is in households in which the 
husbands have incomes below $5,000 that the wives are most 
likely to be working. In families at this income level, almost half 
the mothers are under 25. And all of these working mothers-- 
including the youngest ones with the youngest children--work 
because they have to. 

But this does not mean that all the mothers whose families 
need the extra income have jobs. Only mothers with at least a 
high-school education are likely to find work. Because the over- 
whelming majority (68 per cent) of family heads below the pov- 
erty line have not completed high school, this means that the 
wives in families which most need the extra income tend to be 
the least able to get a job. 

Yet mothers in middle- and high·income families are showing 
the most rapid increase as job-holders-entering the work force 
at a higher rate than married women from low-income families 
did in the early 1960s. 

The working mothers with the highest rate of labor-force 
participation are the single parents. And here, too, it is among 
the younger generation that single parenthood has been growing 
the most rapidly. By 1974, among parents under 25 heading a 
family, one out of four was without a spouse tit was one out of 
about seven just six years earlier). Their incomes are usually low. 

In sharp contrast, the proportion of single-parent families in 
the "over $15,000" income bracket has remained consistently be- 
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low two per cent. But it would be a mistake to conclude that a 
well-to-do intact family runs little risk of disruption. This is be- 
cause the breakup of the family usually results in a lower income 
for the new, single-parent head tin the overwhelming· majority of 
cases, the mother). 

There are few single parents with incomes as high as $10,000. 
In 1973, the median income for all families headed by a male with 
a wife present and at least one child under six was $12,000; the 
corresponding figure for a single-parent female-headed family was 
$3,600 (far below the poverty line). In the small proportion of 
father-headed, single-parent families with pre-school children, the 
average income was $9,500. 

In other words, it is the single-parent mother who finds 
herself in severely strained financial circumstances. And if she is 
under 25, her degree of economic deprivation is likely to be 
extreme. Such a mother, when all her children are under the age 
of six, must make do with a median income of only $2,800. There 
are more than 1.5 million mothers in this age group, and they 
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constitute one-third of all female-headed families with children 

under six. (See further discussion on pp. 87-92.) 
As for the future, no one can tell for certain how many chil- 

dren will be born to American families, but there are a few 
indications. 

The fertility rate for American women--the number of babies 
born per 1,000 women--dropped 25 per cent between the start of 
the 1970s and November 1975. 

Other fertility patterns show that women born between 1935 
and 1940 had an average of 1.0 children by age 22, while women 
born in a four-year period 15 years later were estimated to have 
an average of only 0.5 children by the same age. This is at about 
the same level as for women whose childbearing occurred during 
the Depression. 

In 1975, three out of every four American wives aged 18 to 
24 said they expected to have no more than two children, whereas 
in 1967 the proportion was only 45 per cent. Moreover, one-third 
of the women aged 40 to 49 in 1975 already had given birth to 
four or more children; among women who were in their 20s in 
1975, only one out of 10 said she expected to have four or more 
children. 

If such women live up to their expectations, the percentage of 
children who come from large families will be relatively tiny, and 
the fertility rate will be close to the minimum required for re- 
placement of the population. 

EDITOR'S NOTE. The btllk of the material in the foregoilzg article was 
drawn from "Marital Instability: Past, Present, and Ftlture" by Arthur J. 
Nol.toM and Patll C. Glick, in volume 32, Mo. 1 of The Journal of Social 
Issues, alzd from "Reality a,?d Research in the Ecology of Human Develop- 
YMeMt)l by Urie BuonfeMbreMner in volume 119, Mo. 6 of the Proceedings of 
the American Philosophical Society. Mr. Norton is chief of the Marriage alzd 
Family Siatistics Branch of the U.S. Bureau of the Census; Mr. Glick is 
senior demographer in the Population Division of the U.S. Bureau of the 
Celzst*s; -Mr. BroMfeMbrenner is professor of htlman development and family 
studies at Corlzel2 University. 
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THE FAMILY 
AS ECONOMIC UNIT 

by Heather L. Ross and Isabel V. SawhiZZ 

Looking at the family over the long sweep of history, it is 
clear that its old economic functions have been changing in char- 
acter and diminishing in importance. These shifts have large, but 
often ignored, implications for both the family and American 
society. 

In an early, pre-industrial stage, technology ~Yas limited and 
unchanging. R/lost economic activity took place within the house- 
hold, and production and distribution were organized by custom 
and tradition. High mortality rates and low productivity meant 
that on the farms and in the towns life was short and living con- 
ditions were harsh--an existence which was accepted fatalisti- 
cally. In this society the family played a central role, since eco- 
nomic and social status were defined by birth, family ties, and 
local custom. Most importantly, the family was a productive unit, 
and physical strength--typically a male attribute--was an essen- 
tial element in survival. 

During the industrial stage of development, going from the 
18th century to the present, new technology and the benefits of 
specialization caused production to shift from home to factory. 
In Western Europe and America, living standards rose, death 
rates fell, and individuals felt a greater sense of control over their 
environment and their social institutions. Social status was deter- 
mined increasingly by one's occupation and less and less by mem- 
bership in a particular family. To some extent, the family itself 
became a more specialized unit whose major responsibility was 
the creation and socialization of children. But because it had been 
stripped of some of its basic economic functions, the family was 
no longer the central institution in society. 

Today's declining fertility, the loosening of kinship ties, and 
the shrinking of the "extended" family into its present "nuclear" 
form can be viewed as adaptations to industrialization. Children 
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are no longer needed to help on the farm or to provide for one's 
old age. Smaller families are more mobile and less costly to sup- 
port. At the same time, as a vestige of an earlier era, the house- 
hold remains an economically primitive organization; roles within 
the family continue to be somewhat dominated by custom and 
tradition--examples being the often arbitrary division of tasks 
between men and women and the continued authority of the male 
head of household. 

During this current stage, however, the family continues to 
play a crucial but unpublicized economic role in redistributing 
resources. In the industrialized world, East or West, the family, 

not the state, is still the major agency for transferring money 
from those who work (primarily male breadwinners) to those 
who do not or cannot (primarily dependent women and children). 
In America, government accounted for $74 billion in such one-way 
transfers in 1970, private charity accounted for $20 billion, and 
the family for $313 billion. Indeed, as -economist Kenneth Bould- 
ing has suggested, much of the nation's nagging poverty problem 
stems from the inability of individual families to fill this role of 
supporting dependent citizens, as in the case of many female- 
headed households. 

The shift from the "productive" to the "distributive" house- 
hold is now a matter of history. It is of interest only because it 
places recent family trends in some perspective. Futurologists 
have made it fashionable to speculate about a further shift, but 
it is difficult to substantiate these projections. 

A third stage of family development is still unfolding. We 
may speculate that its inception came with the recent extension 
of technology to those responsibilities which have remained 

Heather L. Ross, 35, is director of the Office of Policy Analysis at the 
Department of the Interior. Born in Plattsbtlrgh, N.Y., she is a grad- 
tiate of T/'assar (1963), studied economics and mathematics at the 
University of Virginia, and received her Ph.D. in econonzics from 
Massachusetts Institute of Technology in 1970. She has served as a 
specialist on ilzcome distribution for the Urban Institute, the Depart- 
ment of Labor, and other government agencies. 

Isabel V. Sazuhi2l, 39, is director of the program on research for wovnelz 
at tlze Urban institute in Washington, D.C., her native city. A graduate 
of New York University (B.A., 1962; Ph.D., 1968), she has taught at 
Goucher College, where she was head of the economics department 
from 1971 until she joined the Urbalz institute staff in 1973. She and 
Ms. Ross are co-authors of Time of Transition: The Growth of Families 
Headed by Women (1975) from which this essay has been adapted 
(O 1975, The Urban Institute). 
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rooted in the family--especially control over reproduction--and 
that its fruition will be marked by equality between the sexes, and 
families operating largely as consumption (income-pooling) units. 

The present "distributive" family will become at least partial- 
ly obsolete in America if and when (1) fertility declines to the 
point where a large proportion of families contain few or no chil- 
dren, (2) women's job opportunities increase to the point where 
the present male-female division of labor has little economic jus- 
tification, and (3) child-care and household tasks are increasingly 
turned over to specialized institutions, or living and working ar- 
rangements change the focus of such activities. 

Smaller Families, Larger Incomes 

It is already obvious that women's economic position has 
been changing rapidly. The proportion of women in the labor 
force increased from 25 per cent in 1950 to 43 per cent in 1970. 
Currently, more than half the married women with school-age 
children are working, and each generation of women is spending 
an increasing proportion of the family life cycle in paid employ- 
ment. In addition, there is evidence that over the longer run, 
women's earnings have risen relative to men's. Far more women 
are financially independent than ever before. Along with these 
labor-force trends, we find that younger u·ornen are planning 
much smaller families than in the past, and the fertility rate has 
dropped from 3.6 births per thousand women in 1961 to about 2.0 
in 1971. 

The increased employment of women appears largely due to 
an expansion of job opportunities in predominantly "female oc- 
cupations" (e.g., white-collar work). Thus, current decisions about 
family size are closely related to the job opportunities available 
to women, which are an important determinant of the "cost" of 
children. R/Ioreover, as the market earnings of women increase, a 
greater demand is created for day care, prepared foods, commer- 
cial laundries, and other market substitutes for those services his- 
torically provided by wives within the home. This trend also pro- 
vides the basis for a reallocation of duties between husbands and 
wives, although there is little evidence that men are taking on 
child-care and other domestic tasks as women enter the world of 
paid work. This disequilibrium has undoubtedly contributed to 
the strains that modern marriages face. 

These social trends appear likely to shape the future charac- 
ter of the family. But, once set in motion, they may set up a 
dynamic and partially self-generating reaction which also needs 
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THE CHANGING FAMILY 

earners in the household as with wage levels. This doesn't mean 
that all families will forfeit the choice of children and full-time 

homemaking--in fact, affluence could itself enable an increasing 
proportion of families to choose these "luxuries." But it has been 

shown that people make such decisions on the basis of their vela- 
tive, not their absolute, income positions; and the keeping-up- 
with-theJoneses effect can be expected to play an important role. 
Thus, future trends will depend partly on the example set by 
upper-income families. Will the relatively well-educated women in 
these families remain content with a homemaking role? If they 
do insist on working, they will help set a social and economic 
standard for other families which will be difficult to ignore. 

In sum, as we see it, the economic status of women is very 
much in flux, and the "distributive" family may be slowly becom- 
ing obsolete. Women have an increasing number of economic 
choices outside traditional family arrangements, and men, as a 
result, have lessened economic responsibilities within them. Along 
with these economic changes--perhaps even partly becaldse of 
them--cultural norms and personal expectations appear to have 
been shifting. What we find, then, is that people are moving in 
and out of marriage more freely than in the past because mar- 
riage is less and less bound up with social and economic status. 
Rising divorce rates may be viewed as an indicator of changing 
personal aspirations, coupled with greater economic opportunities 
for women. 

The future of the family will be shaped by how people re 
spend to these changing circumstances. The growing financial 
independence of women will certainly affect individual decisions 
pertaining to marriage, divorce, childbearing, and household for- 
mation-decisions which are likely to result in continued growth 
of female-headed families. However, at some point this growth is 
likely to level off. Once women have achieved a greater measure 
of economic independence, and family roles and responsibilities 
have adjusted to the new realities, those marriages that continue 
to form and endure will be based--to a greater degree than ever 
before--on the personal satisfactions they provide husband and 
~vife and not on economic needs. 

The Wilsoil Qllal·te,·lvlWi,lrel· 1977 



THE CHANGING FAMILY 

~~~~·j~~~~ 

CHILDREN, DIVORCE, 
ANID VVELFARE 

by hilary Jo Bane 

In l9th-century America, children who had lost one parent 
were not uncommon. As health conditions improved, fewer chil- 
dren lost parents through death. Today, parents rarely die young. 
NIost children who lose parents lose them through divorce. 

With the divorce rate rising rapidly, the proportion of chil- 
dren affected is increasingly large--larger even than the propor- 
tion of children affected by parental death at the turn of the 
century. Children of disrupted families will become a prominent 
feature of the American social landscape in the next few years, 
but as yet we have not faced up to the magnitude of the trend or 
its costs. 

Statistics abound. In 1975, for example, about 15 per cent of 
all the nation's children lived in female-headed, one-parent fami- 
lies. This proportion has been rising--only about 7.4 per cent of 
all children lived in female-headed families in 1954. But such 

figures understate the scope of what is happening. One problem 
with these percentages is that they reflect "net" numbers--added 
to by children who come into "single-parent status" in a given 
year, subtracted from by other children who turn 18 or whose 
parents reconcile or remarry. Thus, the percentage of children 
who were living in single-parent families during a given year does 
not show how many were affected at some point during their 
entire childhood by a divorce or a parental death. 

To obtain better data on longtime trends, I used a large sur- 
vey conducted by the Census Bureau in 1967. My analysis shows 
that the proportion of children affected by family disruption of all 
kinds in this century has been large--between 25 and 30 per cent. 
However, the importance of divorce as a cause of disruption has 
increased considerably; among those children born in 1941-50, 
more were affected by divorce than by death. Now, as the "plus" 
effect of rising divorce rates overcomes the "minus" effect of 
falling death rates, the total proportion of children affected by 
disruption is beginning to rise. 
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The number of divorces granted in the United States went 
from 377,000 in 1955 to approximately 1,026,000 in 1975. 

The proportion of all American children under 18 involved in 
a divorce each year has gone steadily up from 0.6 per cent in 1955 
to an estimated 1.7 per cent in 1975. One can estimate that about 
14 per cent of the children born in 1955 had parents who were 
divorced during the next 18 years. 

Making predictions for children born after 1955 is difficult. 
But a rough estimate of total disruption involving American chil- 
dren can be made by adding up the various causes. Based on 
recent divorce rates, it appears that the parents of about 30 per 
cent of the children growing up in the 1970s will be divorced." 
Adding annulments, long-term separations, parental deaths, and 
illegitimacy brings the total proportion of children affected by 
disruption to 40 to 45 per cent. 

This estimate is roughly consistent with the proportion of 
children now living in one-parent families at any given time. The 
average duration of a disruption--before the child reaches adult- 
hood or the parent remarries--is about six years; thus the number 
of children in single-parent families at any time is about a third of 
the number who will be in such families over an 18-year period. 
Since about 15 per cent of all children in the United States were 
in female-headed families in 1975, 45 per cent might be so situated 
at some point during their childhood. 

This prospect does not fit America's conception of the typical 
family, and it calls for some fresh thinking. 

What, if anything, should be done? 
Should American parents be allowed to form and dissolve 

their marriages as they wish--as they do now--with society as- 
suming that parents will take responsibility for their children? 

"I have assumed that the proportion of children involved each year during the next 
decade will be the same as in the early 1970s, a fairly conservative projection. The 
proportion affected by a divorce at some point during their childhood is about equal to 
the pTopo1-liOn involved each year multiplied by Is, assuming that most children are 
involved in only one divorce. Using this logic, the 1974 data suggest that 29.5 per cent 
of the children born around 1970 will be involved in a divorce by 1988. 

Mary Jo Bal·2e, 34, is nssistal~f professol· of education at WeZlesley 
College nlzd associate dilectol of We2Iesley's Ce,~teu for Research on 
Wol?~elz. Bol·l1 in Pril~ceville, ill., size zyas graduated from Georgetozun 
Univel-sity (~963) nlzd received her doctorate in education from Har- 
vard (1972). She wns a leseal-clzer at the Celzter for the Study of Public 
Policy ilz Calnbridge, Mass., prior to her arrival at Wellesley in 1975. 
She is the ntltlzol of Here to Stay. American Families in the Twentieth 
Century, jtist published by Basic Books. 
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CHILDREN UNDER 18 INVOLVED IN DIVORCE, 1955 to 1972 

Total number o~ Mean number of Total number Number ],er 
divorces granted childl-en per decree of childl·en 1000 children 

377,000 1955 0.92 347,000 6.3 

393,000 1960 1.18 463,000 7.2 

479,000 1965 1.32 630,000 8.9 

708,000 1970 1.22 870,000 12.5 

773,000 1971 1.22 946,000 13.6 

845,000 1972 1.20 1,021,000 14.8 

915,000 1973 1.17 1,079,000 15.9 

977,000 1974 1.12 1,099,000 16.4 

1,026,000 1975 1.1" 1,129,000" 17.1 

·estimates 

Calculations by Mary Jo Bane. Sources: Monthly Vital Statistics Report, Vol. 25, 
No. i. Supplement April 14, 1076. Advance Report Final Divorce Statistics 1974; Monthly 
Vital Statistics Report, Vol. 24. No. 13, June 30, 1976. Provisional Statistics. 
Annual Summary fol· the United States 1975; and various publications of the 
U.S. Bureau of the Census. CLtr,·e,tt Population Reporfs P-20 Series in 
"Marital Status and Living Arl-angements." 

Or should we make the responsibilities for children more 
public, as often advocated by those who have sought to liberalize 
both divorce laws and welfare benefits? 

Social-science research does not help much in answering these 
questions. First of all, the research provides no clear insights into 
how divorce affects children. Few would quarrel with the popular 
notion that children are better off in happy stable families than in 
unhappy unstable families. However, increasingly vigorous debate 
has arisen over questions of how bad the effects of disruption are 
and what really causes them. 

It is widely believed that divorce is bad for children; this 
belief was long supported by studies which seemed to show that 
children from broken marriages were more likely than others to 
be delinquent, psychologically disturbed, low achievers. But recent 
critics of the research on father absence and marital disruption 
argue that most of those studies did not separate out the effects 
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-- 

of disruption from the effects of poverty, which so often accom- 
panies family breakup. Other studies that, in my opinion, ade- 
quately take into account economic status challenge the popular 
belief that divorce pev se is psychologically disastrous for chil- 
dren; they show that there are few differences in school achieve- 

ment, social adjustment, and delinquent behavior between chil- 
dren from one-parent and two-parent homes of comparable eco- 
nomic status 

More relevant, perhaps, are those recent studies which com- 
pare children from disrupted marriages with children from un- 
broken but unhappy homes. When such comparisons are made, 
even the small disadvantages of children from broken marriages 
depicted in other studies disappear. One study, for example, found 
that adolescents in divorced homes showed "less psychosomatic 
illness, less delinquent behavior and better adjustment to parents, 
and did not differ significantly [from those in unhappy unbroken 
homesl on school adjustments or delinquent companions." But 
again, the research in this complicated area is far from definitive; 
amid all the conflicting claims, much serious work remains to be 
done. 

The IWoney Problem 

In contrast to emotional problems, the financial handicaps of 
female-headed families and the children in them are clear.'In 1974, 
the mean family income of male-headed families was $13,788 and 
of female-headed families, $6,413. Perhaps the most important 
U.S. Census statistic is that in 1974, 51.5 per cent of children under 
18 land 61.4 per cent of children under six) in female-headed 
families lived below the poverty level; a disproportionate share of 
these children are black. These data suggest that doing nothing 
will consign an increasing number of children of divorce to pov- 
erty and its I-elated difficulties. 

The realistic responses seem to boil down to assuring in- 
creased parental responsibility for children after divorce or having 
the government assume more of the costs of raising children. 
Liberal opinion has, in recent years, tended to de-emphasize the 
importance of parental support for children in female-headed 
families and to emphasize bigger government subsidies. 

There are good reasons for this. Child-support is hard to col- 
lect. In some cases, a father's ability to support his children is 
stretched to the limit by remarriage and the financial burdens of 
a new family. In other cases, the ex-husband's income is simply 
too low to share. The mother's income is, of course, another 
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source of support, and one which can become more important if 
wages and work opportunities for women improve. But child-care 
is an important task which cannot be coupled with full-time em- 
ployment outside the home. So to hold a job, a mother must pay 
someone else to provide child-care while she works, and thus ends 
up with far less net income than most other workers. In short, 
such families seem to need more income than they are capable of 
earning or collecting from the absent father. 

However, the liberals' emphasis on more generous public 
welfare has provoked understandable resentment. Many Ameri- 
cans ask why some parents are required to support their children 
while other parents (those who separate or divorce) are not. Thus, 
any expanded welfare or income-maintenance scheme for single- 
parent families will have to include provisions for ensuring that 
both parents contribute as best they can to the support of their 
children. 

One can imagine schemes which would work better than the 
present welfare system." A "maintenance allowance" guaranteed 
by the federal government, for example. Under such a plan, needy 
families headed by women would receive allowances that would 
bring them up to a poverty-line income. The subsidy could be 
financed by an increase in the social security tax. Courts would 
set the amount of maintenance awards to be paid by absent 
fathers on the basis of their ability to pay. The money would be 
collected by the court or other agency, perhaps the Internal Reve- 
nue Service, and turned over to the social insurance agency up to 
the amount of the federal guarantee. Support payments above the 
level of this allowance would go directly to the family. Well-off 
fathers would thus get no special relief; they would have to sup- 
port their children to the same extent they do now. 

A Matter of Fairness 

A guaranteed maintenance allowance would have many ob- 
vious benefits for single-parent families. It would also, of course, 
raise some major problems, the largest being cost. But the real 
test for such a program will probably come in people's percep- 
tions of how fair and necessary the system is. 

Divorce and separation are well on their way to being wide- 
spread phenomena in the United States. But low-income people 

'The federal-state "Aid to Families with Dependent Children" program paid out fsa 
billion for 11,328,000 adults and children in fiscal 1975. The average monthly payment per 
family under AFDC was %220.22. Of the AFDC families, 76 per cent were "female-headed 
households" tin 1973). The official "poverty line" for a non-farm family of four in 1975 
was 65,500 per year. 
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are still more likely to divorce than are high-income couples; 
blacks are somewhat more likely to divorce than whites. At any 
given time, a much larger proportion of blacks than whites report 
themselves as separated. Likewise, the proportion of black chil- 
dren living in female-headed families is much higher than the 
proportion of white children. 

These high black-white differentials have contributed to a 

widespread sentiment that the single-parent family is "their" 
problem--that of poor blacks in central cities--and not "ours." 
The racial differentials are not likely to change until the relative 
income position of black families further improves. What is likely 
to happen quite quickly in the meantime, however, is that divorce, 
separation, and single-parent rates among the well-off will rise to 
levels so high that the problem cannot be ignored. If 20 per cent 
of the children of the non-poor wind up living in single-parent 
families for an interval during their childhood, which is entirely 
possible, the general public may adopt a more generous attitude. 

But neither a "guaranteed maintenance allowance" nor a 
more generous AFDC subsidy is likely as long as the public be- 
lieves that such subsidies are incentives to family breakup. It 
seems to me there are only two ways to eliminate potentially bad 
incentives. One is a fairly foolproof system for allocating support 
responsibilities between divorced parents and collecting a proper 
level of payment from absent fathers. The other is a general pro- 
gram of children's allowances that would ensure a level of eco- 
nomic decency regavdless of family type. Neither would be easy or 
free of red tape, and both would be costly. 

Yet it seems clear that the economic problems of female- 
headed families ought to be the first concern of American policy 
makers who worry about the effects of marital disruption on 
children. They are real problems and they are solvable. Given 
present trends, the need to examine solutions seems compelling. 
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'WHERE IS 

THE FAMILY GOING? 

Z?y George Levinger 

Imagine, for a moment, two contrasting models of society. 
In Society X, all marriages last for a lifetime. In Society Y, no 
marriages are allowed to continue beyond the partners' fourth 
wedding anniversary. In the first society, the barrier against 
family breakup is very strong; in the second, there is no barrier. 

Society X assumes a stability which has not been uncommon 
in the history of the Western family; even today, it remains the 
ideal in much of America and in many regions of the world. The 
marital vow is here considered sacred; it represents a contract 
not only on earth, but also in heaven. The vow creates a bond 
between man and wife; it also ties together irrevocably two 
families and their communities. In Society X, one's marriage is as 
important as one's birth and death. The spouse becomes, in all 
likelihood, the mother or father of all one's children; only in 
widowhood does one continue living without the partner. 

Family relationships in Society X are remarkably stable. Once 
allied through the nuptial bond, kinship lines are unbroken unless 
death comes before there are children; the couple is part of a 

larger dan-of parents and grandparents, aunts and uncles, cou- 
sins and nephews. The adventurous may find such social stability 
excessively static; they may feel oppressed by the pressures of 
family and community. 

Now consider a society where family relations are founded 
on instability. Society Y emphasizes the individual's mobility and 
readiness to cut ties of intimacy, and the exploration of many 
successive personal relationships. In Society Y, all marriages by 
law are temporary; if and when they attain the statutory four- 
year limit, their warranty expires and they become officially null. 
One's marriage is like a four-year college course or a stint in the 
army. 

The recurrent dissolution of intimate relationships in Society 
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Y makes its citizens more dependent on larger institutions--gov- 
ernment, corporations, unions. It encourages job changes and 
geographical shifts. The care of children, their financial support, 
and their assimilation into adult society become to a large extent 
the responsibility of the state. So do the care and comfort of 
aging parents or ex-spouses. Neighborhood and family ties fade. 

While citizens of Society Y believe that this system enables 
them to "maximize self-growth" and "fulfill personal happiness," 
the total society is also affected. Adults are so busy with the for- 
mation, maintenance, and termination of personal relation- 
ships that they pay little heed to the workings of the larger 
community; left in charge is a managerial elite. 

While Societies X and Y present almost polar opposites, 
they do share one common property. Both illustrate the effect of 
the rigid application of rules that may fit reality under some 
conditions but become sources of strain or even social pathology 
under other conditions. 

A flat ban on divorce may make sense in a tightly knit society 
where there is little geographic movement, great homogeneity 
among eligible partners, and little change in people's tastes or 
opportunities over the course of their lives. But if the same 
injunction remains intact in a culture of instability and imper- 
sonality-such as modern Western urban culture--the prohibition 
itself may become a source of marital strain. Despite formal 
adherence to the marriage contract, the frequency of informal 
violations-infidelity, desertion, separation--goes up. For example, 
in Catholic Italy, before divorce was legalized, some observers 
estimated that 40,000 de facto divorces occurred annually in 
the 1950s. 

Similarly, Society Y's prescription of regular breakup--which 
some contemporary writers appear almost to advocate--is also 
likely to be intolerable. It may fit a kind of Brave New World 
where all-adults move to new locations every four years, where 
childbirth is highly restricted and child-rearing is an impersonal 
function. But where such conditions do not prevail, a ban on 

George Levirzger, 49, is professor of social psychology at the University 
of Massachtlsetts at Amherst. Born in Berlin, he grew up in Germany, 
Britain, and the United States, and served in the U.S. Army. He grad- 
tlated from Coltlmbia (1946), obtained his Ph.D. in social psychology 
front Michigan (1955), and taught at Brvn Mawr and Western Reserve 
before coming to the University of Massachtlsetts in 1965. He zyas co- 
editor with Oliver C. Moles of a special omnibtis isstle of the Journal 
of Social Issues (Winter 1976) devoted to "Divorce and Separation." 
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permanent marriage would be oppressive. 
In short, marriage and family--which involve our most per- 

sonal relationships--are inseparable from the nature of the society 
in which they exist. High divorce rates in the America of the 
1970s reflect far more than the aggregate of individual choices and 
actions or fluctuations in social mores. They also reflect broad 
changes in economic conditions, social mobility, and technology. 

But the interplay of these forces is extremely difficult to 
disentangle. We have demographic and economic data; we have 
polls showing changes in attitudes toward marriage; we have 
statistics on church attendance, divorce decrees, welfare rolls; we 
have studies of divordes in Boston; we have national studies of 
"happiness" by researchers in Michigan and analyses underway 
elsewhere of the effects of new "no-fault" divorce laws. But such 

studies vary greatly in their scope, method, and conclusions. 
We don't have answers to some basic questions. Are the 

increases in divorce rates due mostly to (1) a lowering of barriers 
around the marital relationship, (2) a lowering of the attractive- 
ness of staying married, or (3) a rise in the attractiveness of 
alternatives outside of marriage?" 

The Eroding Barriers 

We know that American divorce laws have been liberalized 

over the past half-century and that attitudes toward marriage 
have changed. According to a 1974 Roper Survey, some 60 per cent 
of all Americans believe in divorce as "a way out of a marriage 
that isn't working." No good media research studies seem to be 
available, but analyses of trends in news coverage, popular fiction, 
and television dramas would probably show a large increase in 
sympathetic or neutral portrayals of divorce over the last three 
decades. We also know that divorced American politicians are no 
longer disqualified in the eyes of voters from seeking election or 
rei~lection. 

It is likely that, today, spouses' feelings of obligation toward 
marriage are lower than those of previous generations. For some 
people, this decline may be related to their own experience of 

XMy own social-psychological approach to divorce and separation assumes that people 
stay in marriages because (a) they are attracted to them and/or (b) they are barred 
from leaving them by law, custom, or economic penalties. Furthermore. I assume that. 
consciously or not, men and women compare a current relationship with alternative 
ones. If the internal attractions and the barriers surrounding the present relationship 
become distinctly weaker than those of a promising alternative, the result is apt to be 
breakup. This theoretical perspective translates the effects of cultural trends, social 
pressures, or economic shocks into psychological forces experienced by individuals or 
couples. 
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divorce. Others' attitudes may be shaped by a history of divorce in 
their parents' marriage. Indeed, an increasing proportion of Amer 
ican children whose parents have been separated are growing up- 
children who are therefore less likely to expect a permanent 
marriage in their own future. In a 1976 analysis of national survey 
data, two Iowa sociologists, Hallowell Pope and Charles W. 
Mueller, found that children from homes broken by divorce were 
slightly more likely to go through divorce in their own marriages 
than were those who grew up in intact homes or in homes 
broken by a parent's death. This "intergenerational transmission 
effect" of divorce rates is not yet well understood; obviously, if 
this effect were found to be stronger, the impact over time on 
American society could be considerable. 

The Ties That Bind 

Another past "barrier" to family breakup has been the 
spouses' religious beliefs. Practicing Catholics, Jews, and con 
servative Protestants have tended to have far lower divorce rates 

than non-church attenders, according to reputable data. As reli 
gious orthodoxy weakens, so does the churches' overall influence 
in holding marriages together. 

If barriers to divorce have grown weaker, have marriages also 
become less attractive? Who knows? There are few good data to 
answer that question. The more extreme representatives of the 
women's liberation movement, as well as certain popular male 
writers, argue variously that conventional marriage is repressive 
for women and inhibiting for men. Nevertheless, judging by the 
polls, the average American views "getting married" as less im- 
portant to a successful life than was the case decades or centuries 

ago. Almost all young people today still aspire to get married 
EveMttlaZZy, and most divorced people try to get remarried (al- 
though more men than women succeed). Most Americans--men 
and women alike--expect their spouses to continue being in love, 
to remain sexually compatible, to enjoy similar interests and ac- 
tivities, and to resolve all conflicts through honest communica- 
tion. However, research on "happiness" suggests that the early 
peak experiences are eventually followed by a slide toward a more 
prosaic routine which does not match earlier expectations. 

If Americans in the 1970s tend to demand more of a "good" 
marriage, they may also be quicker to rate a marriage as "bad." 
In the 1974 Roper Survey, for example, about half of all respon- 
dents said that a sldfficienf reason for considering divorce is "no 
longer being: in love"; agreeing with that statement were 59 per 
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cent among 18-29-year-olds, and 45 per cent among 50-59-year- 
olds. While younger people revealed somewhat higher expecta- 
tions than older people, all segments of our society placed high 
demands on marriage, demands that are often hard to meet in 
the real world of jobs, children, and installment payments. 

On a more concrete level, census and other survey data show 
clear evidence that a husband's low income and low employment 

stability are associated with marital instability. For example, 
Phillips Cutright, in a 1971 analysis of 1960 U.S. census data, 
found that a husband's income was a far clearer clue to intact 

marriage than either his occupation or his education. In a more 
recent analysis, sociologist Andrew Cherlin found a husband's job 
stability to be even more important than his income. So did 
Heather Ross and Isabel Sawhill in their 1975 analysis of data 
from the University of Michigan's Panel Study of IlzcoMze Dy- 
Mamics. They concluded that layoffs, discrimination, and marginal 
employment help explain high marital breakup rates among low- 
income blacks. 

What Makes the Grass Greener? 

Even if a marriage seems unattractive and the costs of termi- 
nating it are low, it will not be broken unless some alternative 
becomes more attractive, unless the grass looks greener else- 
where. What, then, are the social forces that have enhanced 
alternative attractions? 

Oddly enough, researchers have only recently recognized that 
the husband's income and employment are only one part of the 
divorce picture. As women's own income-earning opportunities 
have risen, as their aspirations to independence have climbed, 
they have become able to consider divorces that earlier seemed 
financially impossible." Other research indicated that a wife's 
independent income at all economic levels is correlated with a 
propensity toward divorce; my own research at a divorce court 
in Cleveland, Ohio, indicated that female divorce applicants who 
earned wages were significantly less likely to dismiss their divorce 
suits than were those who did not. Hence, the rising participation 
of married women in the labor force, especially in the professions, 
seems likely to have future impact on family stability. Again, no 
one knows what offsetting effects might also occur. 

Because state or federal programs of aid to dependent chil- 
dren subsidize low-income, one-parent families, but not low- 

"According to survey data analyzed by Cherlin in 1976 and other data reported by Ross 
and Sawhill in 1975. 
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income, two-parent families, another potential economic incentive 
is provided for marital breakup. But Oliver C. Moles's analysis of 
1960-1970 welfare programs suggests that any link between 
divorce and the level of welfare payments is tenuous at best. 
Others, notably Ross and Sawhill, have suggested that rather than 
promoting marital breakups, such payments may tend to deter 
already-separated welfare mothers from seeking remarriage to the 
available men whose low incomes may not match government 
support to single mothers. 

At all income levels, the divorced or separated woman no 
longer suffers the social stigma of two decades ago. If we believe 
evidence that divorce rates rise with the social acceptability of 
divorcdes, then this shift signals another important weakening 
of barriers to divorce. 

The ethic of "self-actualization" is important, too. Not only 
in the literature of the women's movement, but in Western cul- 

tures generally, we have witnessed a rising desire to pursue indi- 
vidual happiness, variously defined. The achievement of "self- 
growth" in career or in romance often seems to conflict with 

continued obligations to those others who are near and dear. Like 
Hollywood stars, American middle-class spouses may seek out 
external opportunities or pursue the paradox of an "open mar- 
riage," and thereby fatally neglect their existing obligations. 

Curbing Breakups 

Let us now look at the other side of the issue. What social 

policies act to keep down the rate of marital breakup? While 
easier divorce and separation may provide American society with 
necessary escape valves, their benefits may eventually become 
lower than their costs--costs to children, to family and friends, 
to the social fabric, and especially to the ex-partners themselves. 
And these costs, variously perceived, have already elicited public 
declarations from politicians, church leaders, and academics in 
favor of "preserving the family." 

If increasing legal permissiveness (such as "no-fault" divorce) 
over the past decade has tended to erode the barriers against 
divorce, a reversal would tend to raise them. In some totalitarian 

societies--such as the Soviet Union or the People's Republic of 
China--reversals of policy have indeed occurred. After an early 
post-revolutionary period of official permissiveness, government 
policy changed to make divorce difficult and unlikely." 

*Soviet policy shifted again; the Russians now have a "Western" divorce rate. 
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American social policy lacks coherence; it is, instead, a con- 
tradictory patchwork attempting to satisfy competing interests. 
If divorce is tolerated, or even tacitly encouraged, by local social 
custom in Beverly Hills, on Park Avenue, or in Watts, there are 
many communities where more traditional views prevail. Few 
Americans, it may be assumed, are in favor of going all the way 
back to something like Society X. But if divorce trends continue, 
some reaction in social and legal policy may indeed occur during 
the next decade, if only to ward off the spectre of something like 
Society Y. 

Perhaps the most palatable device for increasing the serious- 
ness of marital commitments would be to make it more difficult 
for people to get married in the first place. Increasing the ob- 
stacles to "quickie" marriage may merit some social experimenta- 
tion--raising the legal age for marriage or requiring lengthy en- 
gagements, fqr example. Making it harder to marry might force 
men and women to consider marriage more carefully and enable 
them to predict better what their marriage would be like. 

An obvious major contributor to disruption of American fam- 
ilies is economic instability, as we have seen. Subsidies that would 
support two-parent families las distinguished from one-parent 
families headed by the mother) might help increase the attrac- 
tiveness of remaining married for low-income people with chil- 
dren. Such a policy might be part of a federal program of reduc- 
ing extreme financial distress in general--notably by increasing 
low incomes. We do not know if money alone would lessen the 
high breakup rate in poor families; we only know that the poor 
divorce more than the non-poor. 

A Hazy Picture 

Finally, a "psychological" note. The current hazy picture of 
personal and social dissatisfaction suggests that many Americans' 
"interpersonal expectations" have risen faster than the ability to 
meet them. Is it possible to foresee political leadership that will, 
among other goals, seek to encourage American men and women 
to become more realistic in their expectations, and hence lower 
the risk of disillusionment? 

One doubts it. The United States is still a country heavily 
committed to optimism, personal enhancement, and change for 
the better. Moreover, the constant thrust of political rhetoric and 
consumer advertising, of themes in women's magazines and tele- 
vision drama, is to stir great expectations, to create confidence in 
quick remedies ("fast, fast, fast relief"), and to evoke visions of 
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a richer life for all. Such visions, indeed, are implicit in much of 
the "advocacy" research dealing with marriage, divorce, and the 
changing socioeconomic role of men and women. We may be in 
for continuing tumult. 

Already, conflicting views of the family and its future are re- 
flected land often distorted) in the current debates over abortion 
laws, the Equal Rights Amendment, "no-fault" divorce legislation, 
day-care programs, and welfare reform. But as I have indicated 
in this essay, serious gaps still exist in scholarly knowledge of the 
social causes and effects of family disruption. We know some im- 
portant statistics. We know America is somewhere between So- 

ciety X and Society Y; but exactly where we are headed, and why, 
remains largely conjectural. In any case, when a national debate 
on family policy begins, as it surely will if present divorce trends 
persist, none of us should overestimate the efficacy of policy- 
makers in hastening or reversing changes in the role and structure 
of the American family. 
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As always in periods of unusual up- in recent years. These are, however, too 
heaval, some people profit. Among them narrow to provide sufficient perspective 
these days are the American writers, on the broader causes of contemporary 
editors, publishers, and sellers of popu- discontents. For a longer-range view of 

lar books on such subjects as "Cre- changes in marriage and the family, we 
ative Divorce," "Utopian Motherhood," turn to two books that introduce to 

"How To Be Your Own Sex Therapist," American readers the promising new 
"Part-Time Fathering" (for the "Second- work begun in the 1960s and '70s by 

Time Single Man") on through a seem- European social historians of the An- 

ingly endless list that demonstrates, if Males school. 

nothing else, the existence of a vigorous These scholars combine the techniques 
sub-industry in U.S. publishing. of demography, anthropology, sociology, 

Some of the self-help manuals have economic history, biology, linguistics, 
serious ideas behind their exhortations; group psychology, and other disciplines. 
some avoid the turgid prose that char- Their close attention to shifting marital 
acterizes much of the published re- patterns in France and elsewhere has 
search on marriage and the family; produced a new understanding of the 
some may even provide practical ad- forces behind fundamental changes in 
vice to the troubled. But make no the family from the 16th through the 
mistake. These are not books. They are 19th centuries. Some of their esoteric 

"products," so designated by their findings are available in Family and 
manufacturers and in the book trade Society: Selections from the Annales 

journals. Economies, societies, Civilisations 
A great deal of the academic writing (Johns Hopkins, 1976, cloth & paper) 

and publishing in this field is also edited by Robert Forster and Orest 

"product"-though never so described Ranum. This book can be recommended 

in periodicals like the Journal of Mav- to readers with an interest in minutiae, 
riage and the Falnily and the American the significance of which they may wish 
Sociologist where both work-in-prog- to ponder for themselves. 
ress and reviews of published books by Much wider in its appeal is Edward 

recognized specialists and new research- Shorter's breezy The Making of the Mod- 
ers appear. Too often, professional ern Family (Basic Books, 1975), the first 

jargon ("decoupling," "dyads," "serial successful synthesis of AMMa2es papers 
monogamy," "serial polygamy," "the co- and similar historical work done by 

efficient of preservation") fails to cloak Philippe Arii:s, Etienne van de Walle, 
advocacy or hack work aimed at the John Demos, author of A Little Com- 
college textbook market. monwealth: Family Life in Plymouth 

In short, books on marriage and the Colony (Oxford, 1970), and scores of 
family are legion, but few are worthy other European and American scholars. 
of the general reader's attention. Sev- Shorter, associate professor of history 
eral notable technical studies of women, at the University of Toronto, brings the 
black families, and the effects of mod- story down to our own perplexing time. 
ern life on children have been published His rueful conclusion: "Towards the 
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end of the eighteenth century a trans- husband, L. L. Bernard, and published in 
formation in domestic life occurred, the 1934, was on sociology and the study of 
shift from traditional to nuclear family. international relations. After that she 

I argued that 'capitalism' was the driv- switched to "interpersonal relations." 
ing force behind that change. What Mrs. Bernard's successive volumes 
master variable is at work today though, land views) on courtship, dating, mat- 
I must say, is unclear.... I think that ing, and marriage, the renovation of 
things are much more complex than marriage, divorce, remarriage, teen-age 
just the'wish to be free' suddenly pop- culture, women, wives, mothers, the 
ping itself into the consciousness of the future of motherhood, the future of 
millions and millions of anonymous parenthood, and related subjects consti- 
women about whom this book has main- tute a veritable fever chart of American 
ly been." family life. 

The best path to understanding the For example, her American Family 
social forces that are disrupting Ameri- Behavior (Harper, 1942), a straightfor- 
can family life in the 20th century may ward textbook, marches firmly forward 
eventually emerge from scholarship of to the optimistic conclusion that, al- 
the Annales sort applied to the recent though "a certain amount of malfunc- 
past. If so, the four-volume study, Five tioning and maladjustment is inevita- 
Thousand American Families--Patterns ble," social science "will help us discern 
of Economic Progress edited by Greg trends and give us methods of adjusting 
J. Duncan, James N. Morgan, et al. (In- family life to them." 
stitute for Social Research, Univ. of How changed her tone 30 years later! 
Mich., 1974-76, cloth & paper) is a move In The Future of Marriage (World, 
in the right direction. The Michigan re- 1972, cloth & paper), Mrs. Bernard ex- 
searchers, investigating the economic plores such matters as the different 
well-being of their 5,000 subject families perceptions of the same marriage held 
over an extended (seven-year) period, by husband and wife, as seen in their 
learned much as well about changes in contradictory answers to interviewers' 
family composition (often as a result of questions concerning sex, money, who 
divorce and remarriage), disciplines the children, even who mows 

It is in the interpretation of such the lawn. She now says that marriage 
raw data to depict causes--not only ef- has a future but not with its traditional 
fects-that problems arise, however, form retaining a monopolistic sway. As 
Much of even the better social science options, she sees many different living 
output in this field is excessively colored arrangements, including "temporary per- 
by the author's own biases or accept- manent" marriages for child-rearing, 
ance of current fashion. Many of Short- and new relationships for middle age 
er's comments, for example, seem clear- and beyond, including, perhaps, poly- 
ly derived from first-hand experience. gynous combinations tone man, more 
And a tendency to reflect the attitudes than one woman). In an autobiographi- 
of the moment flavors the prolific out- cal afterword she adds that she did not 
put of Jessie S. Bernard, emerita pro- "expect this book to turn out to be on 
fessor at Pennsylvania State University, the destructiveness for women of mar- 
who is to the sociology of American riage, with its 'structured strain'--a re- 
marriage what Margaret Mead is to the suit all the more remarkable because 
anthropology of family life in primitive most of the facts had been generally 
cultures. Her first book, written with her known. ... I had reported many of 
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them myself a generation ago. This time With Nicholas Tavuschic, he compiled 
round, however, they looked different. The Family Through Literature (Mc- 
The message of the radical young wom- Graw-Hill, 1975, paper), organized to fit 
en had reached me." the framework that Goode uses in teach- 

Only the demographers seem able to ing students about the family as insti- 
preserve a certain detachment. The out- tution. It includes excerpts that range 
standing compilation of American data from Tolstoy to Portnoy. 
is Marriage and Divorce: A Social and Jenni Calder, in Women and Marriage 
Economic Study by Hugh Carter and in Victorian Fiction (Oxford, 1976) also 
Paul C. Glick (Harvard, 1976, rev. ed.), analyzes the work of Tolstoy--along 
based on statistics gathered by the U.S. with that of Jane Austen, Thackeray, 
Bureau of the Census, where Mr. Click Dickens, George Eliot, Meredith, Hardy, 
is a senior demographer. Its authors Gissing, Marie Corelli, Mrs. Gaskell, and 
note that though their new research others. The sharp images of family life 
"highlights extensive recent changes in -good and bad--that she has chosen 
life-styles relating to marriage," it also mirror an institution that was, in the 
"documents the continuing preference 19th century, essentially static and well- 
of a vast majority of post-adolescent defined, hence easier to portray than is 
adults for life as married (or remarried) now the case tone is led to speculate 
persons." Many of the changes, they say, whether a connection exists between the 
"may be properly interpreted as reflec- growing instability of family life and 
tions of a deep desire for greater satis- the decline of the novel in the mid-2Oth 
faction from married life, even if de- century). Not that the writers of the 
layed marriage or divorce is required to Victorian era were invariably successful 
realize it." in dealing with their basic material. 

A few scholars have turned to the Tolstoy's Anna Karenina may be as fine 
study of fiction to help illuminate the a book about marriage as we will ever 
puzzles of family life and marriage. have. But in an 1889 short story, "The 
Among them is William J. Goode, sociol- Kreutzer Sonata," even Tolstoy finds 
ogist and author of an important work himself, in Ms. Calder's view, defeated 
on marriage and kinship in Arabia, by "the contradictions of marriage and 
Africa, India, and the West entitled family life" in a way that suggests "we 
World Revolution and Family Patterns should not under-estimate their depth 
(Free Press, 1963, cloth, 1970, paper). and influence." 

--Lois Decker O'Neill, Associate Editor (Books) 
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