
' Issue 20: In~oduction 

How Harmbl Is Divorce to Chldbsert? 

! . A .ccording -to demograpfier Andrew 
; Cheriin of Johns Wupkir~s t'l-tiversiry, aboctc 
i half of recent. first .ma,rciages ~vir! end in dis- 
; solution. SEjahtly more than lnrrlt' of all di- 

vorces involve minor childlen ( i  .e., under 
thr a.ge of I.#?, a r~d  ;it is rsti.mated rf~ac abn;. 

1 40 percent of all U.S. childrcal x,vil1 experi- 
: ence parental divorce before reaching 
; adu l - thd .  These fore, dixior~i: is a cc;mrr,on 
I experience in ornr society, Ic dces not seem 
to be an  expcr%mce tfiat peolde feel neutrn! 

i about, however. In kct .  the issue of divorce 
has r-:-coked strong emotional responses 
frclmpc~lit-iciam~ scholars, gcxiernment off% : cials, and hosts uf ocllers. 

i Paul Arnato !,'63OO), %,elm State Unirrer- 
i . .ri+s,r .. sociolugist, concluded from his review 
i of ttle research on divorce dining the 1390s: 

i !>n {mi: side are those who .see divor~e as 
i an imporlaad contril?utor tn nJax3.y social 

:problems. On -the otr:lxe.ex side we those 
who see di:rorce as a largely hber~ign force 

Its with a se::orid 
less arrd I-esctlcs chil- 

ome ent'imnnrlents. Rased on the accu- 

e views a-presenr 
accentuatio~ls o f  rxalitp . . . 
nefits saxe  individuals, leads 
sperience ternporaq dec.re- 

The following two articles ;~ivt? yu;.~ a. 82.- 
vor of r.t:e sa:ifis of arwmentc ;iiao~.!t divc:r.cr: 
that are con1r:rjc;n. As SGU ~::ai! 100.k for 21- 

flu.vi;lmaror:; I ~ r i g t i i ~ g ~  {as a Ri.n.t, il;e 7173+:~:5 

''f;.vv~crn f~e~iik~' '  ':fh~?.iI+.: i.i&td!; ~:?.?. i .y~: j . .  

ers" are rgsed, both ben:>t.ing stign.~::j. .A!-. 
tho~gi l  t2:cr.e is ce,rtrtisrl;.: ~.e?;r-:ari:h i.r.,d-i:r.:i.(.. 
ing  :ha{., on sver.a.re, ,., child::-c:-z ;r..ho:e 
l ~ a ~ s t d d i v o r c r  do s.lighii>: jess ~u2!J e n  
nnaily outcomes {.=.g., dcp~:ssickn., le;i::s:.ir>g 
djffil'l;c&ties), t12c djffeI-wreS :ny;;;. s27ajj. '~)I:E: 

probierrr comes s?il.,en, the rrie:uii:r>.g of  {,i-.rse 
diHerenoes is :r~xisi;nder-stood 3rr::i eencyal- 
ized to all children vzlm haxi* ex:l:.r.ie::ii.ed 
di vo:rce. 

Another prc~bler.3 uriit;, iI:e co:r,::lrx:.;irsn..,.;x~i~:~~~~ 
7 ,  peapie i:ir.a~~~ fi-om :he Iitet.at.rr.r.t: or: crxver.r:.: 

.is that we .tenr:f to look fi,r "one..~(;3.r.ia&lc so- 
~udo:i>.sn-u7c 5,vani: to find one i:a-:> 5.1:. fi:;rr 

proh!enrs. Fo!- example, if a i:l:ilij has ;i ,-rat::i.. 

ing problem ;ind Injs :parents ar=,. tli,,,>...--" u .. : :.,,c.L.. 
, . the cii.v,or@e must b;. rhe cause ,3f tj;.~ P ~ L ! C J , ~ I V  ..> 

p~crblcm. LJnf<>:r.r:~anrit~z'ry~ orre-vsx-i;&ie ex- 
, . pl;~r:ariuns arc d w s t  nesrr appiicabi.; ir:. 

human behaviiror. DXSivor:cc is ;i i:<~rripl~?: :pplrr;- 
cess. I t  js oiyjiorrs $ 3 ~ :  theye is srjj,{ ;:21.;<::!1 
that we rleed to .knovi' aboct r:)iiii<ir~;i). 

Amato, P. i2tIW). The cfinseijuenci.:G ~ i '  :livor.::c 
fg;r~r adults :~:rld chi]&-en. T:j.i.i. ./::>:i:.,ini c,,f :!,kr. 
g . 2 1 . 2 : -  2 %  8. 



Staying Together for the Sake 
of the Children 

0 
ne aFie.moon when Jr:ianne vv7as 9 yean 

old she cam< home frrjnl sc.her:?l arid 11otii:ed 
. sornet.hirsg rriissing. Her hthcr's jewelry bux 
i hacl disappeared G-err! i s  usud spor ar, h.ex 
. parmts' bureau. Mb-r-se, her mother. was stiU 

in 23ed. "Daddy's moved out," IXI- motl~sr 
tc>ld her: Joanrie pamickcci. Stre began to sob. 

: And even though Joanrle is SO nosv> a nax- ' lied Eos hgeles  hornenraker with c11ildr.e~ 
of he]: own, she clearly remcrnbers tvkla: slie 
did. next tkar d;~.y. Her >.ision jslrirred by 

: teas, she searched through iilc I:ouse tf:ar: 
, was sxrddcr2.i; not a home for the je\valry box 
; that wan'i: there. 

I3n1.e heals all ih:uunds, they say. For c M -  
: drw: of divorce like Joalne, though, tinne 
l ]).as a wdy of baring old WOCJ.P,~Y too. For 30- 

anne, the f e a s  -that hca. paren~s' sg?lic ;In- 
leashed ferfings-of abandourneilt, rljf loss, 
of corn.:ning home one day and noticirrg soi:nt- 
thirig missing From zhe hedroolm-.deep- 
ened as dze years went by. Rtrrsrs (;,i bitter- 
ness, jealousy, and doubt sent her i n t ~  
j3~ycl-iv~herapy. "Before 1 met rny L~usband," 
she remembers, 

H sabotaged aii my other relationships 
wir.tl men becajrse i nssclmed rI:ey wwuald 
fail. There was a1wclq.s something in tit: 
back of n1-y head. The only svay I can de- 
scribe it is a void. u~:finis.hed business 
that I couldn't gilt to. 

For. .krerica's clri2rh-en of cii~icjrre--a !nil- 
1.io1-1 new ones ever.: year-.!lnfinis'ned bwi- 
nrss is e xvzy of life" Far adctlts, divorce is a 

co~~clwsion, b~rr for cl-iilifren i t s  the begin. 
rling ~f I I Z C C F I ~ ~ ~ T ~ .  \Vilere 7,L.ill T :i.vel: '~~ii1.l i 
~ei;. T I I ~  fr iends a.gais.? TXYiU nxy mcrn's I:::T~;. . . 
bo;&enci jezi>,~e her t.oo? ifoing ::3,~.i.i'; f::; t.h.?: 
mrly '70s--.the years that ~lr.;no~l.:3 ;shes 
n~s.~-k as :.he hcgi~rning r j f  a di~G.or:;~:. boorr, 
that bas receded imiy slightly dt.ajsir;r :b:::?~i 
decades of hand yvrjndxig ;::t!.d w0.n-r:?*-..::jc,:i. 
e q ~  has debated r.llese c!-:j]dry:n'3 ;y&i::;::.. 

men[. in nxuch thr. sa.me wit? tltat :I.I;.~x';. j . ) ; i . -  

ents do: By arguing over -the .!ixl.ic r:::::;ttrj 
i1.?3ds fir quamciiicg oitt i>F .=:%.sf i;:$, i:itr:&fid 

. , closed doors. Wkinever c.zr:crr:c.na:l :i;jtrr is 
t&< si.rious.ly fi bout xeb,flat> hc:sj $<:>;r rj7e .:::hi:. 

of divorce, th-~,ey ~ ~ L ' T X J  tr:j j-t~j;li : ) : P  

cussion in a sc1tir:g-.-a cc,ur.i?.c>on-r rar ici~l.s- % A  



The rnost con t3:osersial liook comes frr:i~~l 
Judith tV~Aer-stein, 75,  a tlierapist and rc- 
cired leccw-er at thc Unkv,ersity of California, 
Berkeley 'in The LT~zt.-~~~et-.teCi L{?,~GcF ~ j f  DL'- 
~ o r c c  (Hyperion) she argues that rhe h a m  
caused by dis~31.ce is graver- and longer last- 
ing ~Ilan sve suspec-ted. Her work raises a 
question that some folks felt was settled 
hack in the days of Lovc: A?n~:ric:at.r Si:*;i~: 

I Sht::.uld parents suiy rrogethe:. for the kids? 
.Lis tn~i~~g to children f~:r:x brok.en fami- 

i lies i . ~  Wallerstcin's lifework. For nearly 
i three de~~iides, in her cimerit book and avo 
: prcvims ones: she has compiled and re-- 
i tlectcd on the s t~ r i e s  of l S  I chil.drer1 of di- 
i- vorce. Based orr Irngthz;, in-depth i~lter- 

viet~;s, the stories arc seldom hzippy. Some 
: are t:r.agic. ;%~mcrsz aU i:)f them are aa~ mc:jviag 
;... as gaoct Eictiosr. There's the story of Pada, 
i.., who 3.3 a aid told WzUrti~tei.fi, "I'm going ti:! 
' 

iini-f n new mommy;" and as a young wciman 
. . 

---too young, i t  turned o-r~t-impulsiviIy 
, 

m:u~ied a rrlan she hardly b:trresni. Tfre:ce's 
. ... . Bill3 born with n heart defect, v\4u,sc par- 
. <... ' ents parted cnc;lly ark amicably but fajled 
.,<,: 

3:: .  to provitie for his pressing medical needs. 
.<:. . Y.. 

. Itk the rare acarlenric whi:j can make a 
:::.: ., 
i:',..-- }x :... re&er.cw A~la:>rt>e that's why2 with eacl: new 
gii.: .$.GI . .  installment, Wallersteink stud:: has created 
2.2: ....... .:. . shock 5h2a7~3, shaping public opinion and 
<.. ... %.. p:5! . even 11re law. Her. attendox,:-get tiilg styli' Ira5 
..... 
$;. ....., .. proved dix;?.si-ce. For. experts ir: the Eelif ijf 
g;:. family studies (who ten<] to qu;ilre\ at least &x,>:.' g:::: as bitterly as :he d;isfi~ni-ticjnai c lan tlzey 

's a. polarizing figr1.e. To her 
s mothe-t- of tiwee and grand- 
e, ivho has bee!? manied to the 
1- .y-f. years, is a brzlve, cornpas- 

e in the l~ildz.-ncss. 'fi her de- 
she's: a. melcrd~:unatic idsi:,l?lsayer, a 

t cisevv. someone 5:om such a s~ctbk 
nd to the st:ld-,+ of 1 x ~ X i t d  ~i is t~ess? 

nd sf the 1966)~~ %t'a1lerst;trir:. whose 
in cl.inical psychology, took n. job 

.ng at a large oornmwlity mental 
tel- in Marin Cnwl-t:; j-rlst as the so- 

gar1 to crack. "We started to get. 
rr.~." she saps, "hrom I:[n,-sery si::l~ooi 
~4 Gqrents: '01.n- children are hav- 
liar-d time, '5%71at should we drr~?' " 

The prevadi-r~g view zi-i the time, ,~jpe say:;, 
I V ~  &,at divo~rce was no big de;<J f<2rhds si. 
-rnuch i ~ r  [he pvvre:i. of posi live t'hi ;-&ng. 
"We f- - -7 ~t.,,.tn LO gef all tI;z:;e q11t.s-iicjc::.:i;'' 
Walierstef n ~:emerr:bers. "The chiiill-en Leer c. 
sleepless. Tlre chilclren i r l  the i z : ~  !-.cry 
school were aggressive. '&lr. werf;: u?-!-t :if 
control ." Wtiel-r WdFlersceij-r hit ~dje i ihr.>tr: 
for arrswers, sl:e disco,:er-PC~ t.h.t:r.:: :\:t:.r:d 
nor:e. T.he resen!-ch I:o.c.dly existerf, :;<j slrc . , decidzd ti.:! do Her a.m. Stir hail a i:ir.~ncir 
about what .she vdocrld ieam.. "f snw 3. ior: of 

>,. . ,-. , . 
c.hildren veq7 upsei,': she s;:ys, b3.i~ .i ;.T..il.:ir 
expected char it ~t'ould. 13e fketiilp." 

Her 1-rl.rnch was wrong. Pal-&disc hi- h;i,j., 

from mpfLil.Ed kirniij,es "-3. ~->-.~~, ' t  - G  -....: 3 . ;  ... - r . ~ -  -.. 

pined, Once cic~t I;UL 0' ti~te dorr~e.rtic ... ;r:,.r.. 
*'? den, kids CI:reame$ of pettis;g hack i:.~. ; ixe 

resuit :omre often than no: ~ 2 : s  fr~~,+;ti.;lt;c:i!.:. 
aild C&]<tcen fil &~;g:i,-~e srff'jft:r dc- 
~ritssior,, learning difficulrics ar:d /i-:t>:,::. 
~:syr,hulogica pr~:~blcn?s 11roi-e i'~'t:.c:;i.~i.ni!~ 
than those of in:aci b;:n.iEc..s. Sonle 3: I+r;::.i- 

. :. cr-stzlnk co!leagcnes, nc.t ro r;~c.rrtir>rx coun?:. . . less divaxed parents, fe.;.lt ti-re? \t't':.e ~ C J . Z ~  -, 

guilt-.tri.pped 1,:~ a s411iarc?. Ihey i:fid~:'r w;nj.l: 
tci hew chis sc;rnlxr ne,~i)s. 

Xow, tdzcades Iztt.er, some sr:iU ~tcjri't vdan: 
to hear- her. For parents, her k~cncn.k'~i ci-ti:-:? 
fnding, co he stire, is harckf upbc;~r: c : ~  ;,;::::-;;. 
re;\ssaring: childrcr: ~ i k u  a lorlg t . i . r~n~t  to 3:i 
over &iiyo:t-ce, Il>.dec$: f is  1;:~;:ist 381~1":~1.;li.ii 33%: 

profounrl e l f<~fs  tend:{ to shoiv 1 . p  35 tile <:hi]- 
dren rzach rr:a.nnity 3~:rd str~lgglt co ~ I . Y I : .  

their o ~ i l  adrrlt teIatiorrsf~.ips. They.';-. .. strri .. 

shy. $he shghtest t.on8ict. .;cr:ris t i l c : ~ -~  i-i..i:?- 

]ling, Expecdtrg disac.te:r; they um: i te  dic:,.rr.. 
'zv I - hey loalc fw lotre irr st?-ange j:)%:ic:~':: ." 

lV&le.rstein says. "'Fhrynlake ret-i-iI3lL. er.:.:ii.:; 
CI% jxdgincnt in 1,:ihom they cha0.;2." 

Marcie Sc.hwalr11, 26: a Uli:jtr~mirrgf:r:>!-!, IL. 
legal secretary v,?,,;hc>se psi-en&.-. s:fslit ?;v.be37 
sh.e was 60111; LLIastratcr; $$'a.IXcrsteii?.:? tjsesis 
weU+ As a yomlg vionlnn she couldn't: .seerr.i 
to stickwith the same boyfi9e::d. ''1 c.tso?.sg;i-,i 
guys wa'e f w  t'la?ii:rg fcr t:r.caliiitg r2.i:; 

, \ ~.vitf~ ;i f c ~ v  vr'eeks Iate;r.."' she s;ays. "I v;i:;i:j~i 

go in r-o a relationsnip <vnn$c.ri rrg [,.ov! it ~i:;a: 
sciing ~ C I  errd." Hiriajjy, &M~trrie say.:, a sciie..ar ,.. 
beau told her she h3.d a. probj.~1x., Ski?? :-xi.. 
. ~ e d  :>o-~: al.l<j .hey [eeliRg~ ;&l?csut cii?;.c:i?-ct: 
ha~,:e a hardline, i45Qs $<>Re: "P)j-vt?;-;.:: i:r u.2:;: 
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soraethinge I am gnirig tc: go chror:&i. I X A ~ O L I ~ ~  

do w.hateverit takes ro keep the marriage eo- 
gether." 

-&-ishna Hemldsbler; 17, isc't so 5ur.e 
that harmony can be willed. Now a high 
school student in Benton, II., she too was 4 
wherr her parents called it quits. She says 
she has no mrrnodcs of the t l-~urna,  j ~ ~ s t  an  
zthid-ing slrepticism about marriage an.:$ a 
reso!ve to setile for no1;hirlg less t17;in. the 
idea% man. "1 don't t\,;i~:rl ~ r iy  kids .to wind up 
in a si~gle-parent situation," she says. 

rZnd I clon't. tvrmt to have kids with a rxrao 
1 don't warit to 19e ~nmiec:  to forever: I 
don't believe in a h  faiq tale. 1 hope it ex.- 
ists, bur. I re* da.)n't; believe it r!cles. 

And thcrej.n lies another proialern, ac 
cording to 'L$'d.ersreira; the belief, quite con!- 
~ n o n  ir, children of divorce, that man-iage is 
eirhcr a fair): r d e  or notiling. 'H'Crese jitteq:, 
idealistic chilctre~z tend to hold or:: for the 
perfect mate--0r2-y ti:) 5n.d tkey have a very 
lorig wait. Worse, once theyie cortekced 
dley'iw fo-tmd hi:ro, they're often lei clown. 
High romantic expectations tend to give 
wax tVa.Iles*.jtein reports, to bitlor clisii'1~:- 
sionrxlerits. ChikIrc11 &an1 broken Faarnllies 
tzfid to many laxers yet divorce xnore ohen 
than those 5.0~1 jjntact .homes, 

So divorce ofeexl screvw7s u1:r kids. IL? itself, 
this isil't news, dmugh mxny experts 

1 Wallersrdn owiitatcs tthp iasr .  That di- 
! vorce may screw t l ~ e n l  311 D Ioftg, iong 
i rime and put -tl,.eni at risk fca: rvi.r).thir~g 

from dnrg abuse t.o a Io~t'less: solitary c?ld 
iig? i s  nlors disturbing-and even more de- 

; batable. 
Besicles 3.-r conciu~joris on chil&en's 

: locg-term prc?spects fol.lowiug d.ivurcr, 
I LV'aBe~stein makes arloths~r major point. in 
i her book+i~c that may resdr in tak-shcrr.v 
: fistfigl~u. Here i t  is: Childl-cn don't need 
j their parents (to like each o:her. The? dd:,n'~ 

ever1 need (heal to be espccidly ccil.;il.. They 
need thein to SLTS tt~gether, for- better or 
worse. This irrlperative <comes i ~ i t l i  aster- 

: isks, of course, but Fewer. rhan one mig11.t 
t1iin.k. Phyxical abr~se, substance ad.dic~inrr, 
and other severe p&tht:.:logies ca~xwt  he tol- 
erated in any home. ,Sb.senl: these, howievsr, 
Wderstein stands firm; a &>us? marriage, 

at ; :e-c,, .u. L t~'here the children's wrlkr- is ct?n- 
cerned, bea12t~ a great divorce. 

I nc shouting has alrt?ady ?i tartea. Fa:niE: 
historian Stephanie Coontz, a u : b ~ ~ r  c:;f: 3 ~ ~ :  
&/c,; 'tl .. . . ' ' . 
, t, : 4ve)  &re: z l ~ ; b ~ i i : r z n  Fcxmiiici~ asid 

lhc fios;clgia Trap (Basic) questi.::ir?s 
V ~ I E  ~f p2tperjn.g ~fjx1.fli~t.5 $?>r c.2:;' 
sake. "For rilariy coc~ples," Cc?orrtz sa;~,t.f:~ 

things orily g d  Lvi;rcc artd Ceste:r< di7if 
eventu:ill~i, five year;: dawn !.he :.od,<i. 
tiley eelrrd 1l-p gett:ing ci:irmrct.d any:vng: i:1:. 

ccr years of coi:rcrrrpt f(::r each ;:;fhI:rw,.i;f 
orjisidc afhixx. 

Cor:mi--. doesn't &lic.*.e i;3 social rime :ml:ei. 
i!~Aik? 5Walkrsteirr. who% ir;vestiffar.iur: i:;: 
deep Inu t r;itl~e~. I~BTXOW ( t l~e ?amijit.? iir, i2i.r. 
origjnal stcjdy i.vere z t f l  x,~,!~ite, aft:ue.yj: r.-..;i- 
cients of tile sanie Nar l i~ern  C;~I:f?:;;l-i.tia 
county, ir:rludisig nen-wofking w:i:es ?:.:tl: 

~vhorn divorce meant a I - [up  up)aca<i:i:. 
Coontz. t&cs a lat:g 53t.w of d '~ . :~  I (..:I -... L c. "j c:. : i1.c 

7 .  8 44Gs ti3.c aawr-j.?? mar-r<s,gc ?:f:c';ed :~,:i.:it?i !.::<. 
death of the spcllse," Coon i:z s;.:ivs. 

Silt life eepe::tani?; is greater t~: i r :~ .  alrti 
theye is iTii>xe putci~tial fcr z~oubls ;YI s. 
~namiage. W. h;iw to heconr;? c . < i ~ 2 ~ ! : .  
able ~ ~ ~ j t h  t!x ~3n),(;\Lexity an4 zln,i?ig~.liiu 
of ericr:i fw:nily sit.clar.ic;i?. arrd it.!. mqn 
~jnir~rie neecis. 

?'h.iat> just a jot of fa]1c5 h g l - i ] ~ ~ : - ~  1;3.% 

ts Wdlerstein a d  hrr. f(.jbio~h;ers. A::ri.:;ig;.ii~y 
d!>cs:n.'t put ifim~cr c:;n tKe ;able dr.P;e t . k r  
kids to soccer. pr;:&ce or saw f.:>~- &ic:;. <x!- 
Icge eds.rcation. Pa.$-ents do. Ar:d part-nti; 
tend (.a hat;+-tmuble rioirg dxrsc th inp:  ai-'?:er 
t-.he37 get divorced. .ln c&acp;ing, .,yi-.~.;ii ... :;(:::e:s 
t i ~~ong  for kids wher, their h,]ks i!ui.:idz i.3 . ,. 
split, bVdlcrsiein js 1lot1j:ing IT m::t pl;'~r;:ti~zi!. 
It's not just the akseilce of paxiti\:-. TD~C r~biiij- 

els that Eiotbers her; it's the deplered ktnk. 
;icco~r).t.s, the disx~pted pi;j;y-g:̂ 1.::1~ s:i~cLt. 
ules, lrt;zen dinfic.r:;. parer:<:: s.il:>p!'; 
parent bette~, she':; fo~tnd! ~vh~l-2 i.hc2i.c ZIP : 
i:vo of them. Do kicl,~ war%[. pe;irie :,.n~? I:.ar- 
many at horxw? O!:COUIS<. SdI, t.htry 'i4 sc:i'tk 
for hot meals. . . 

D;ir:irl .Bja&e&orrr, pres.ii?rrr! of' r i x  in- .. 

stitute Fo I. .OF[3x~.ic'aa. V'i~./ues,. sc;i:\'~ . . 



divorce on clzildren was like catching a 
codri: they woc:ld suffe:~ for a while and 
illen bounce back, 

he says. "More t h a ~  anyone else in the 
cou:n.i.r-y, J~lditll iVa~~.erstste.ifi has shi:iw11 that 
that's not what ha~pens." Fine, but does 
dnis oblige ccluples to mrtddlit thr.u.rlgh ~ r &  
el? so that Johnsly ivon't fire u~ a joint. 
someday or dxor,p his g<rjfi-j.end out of inse- 
curie;;? Bl;trrker&orn answen with the sort 
of oe.rtainty one expects ko:m a mark ~ ~ i t h  
I1i.s impr:)sing ti&. 

TC the question is, if unhapp:ily ~na~ie : i .  
parel-rts stay r.ogetf.ter for t.?:e sake ~f 

: their kids, uiiU that decision benefit their 
i ullililren?? tlxe axaswer. is !;es. 

We can gless bow the rnorat stizlwarts 
. will answer s~ tch  questions. What.aho~;t or- 

din.aq- earthlings? 3~rir,%inirr Gafford, 56, a 
: per ?rod-uct sdeswonuirl in P=vleys Island, 
: SC, lirst married when she was 19. Tl-re I-r3.a.r. 
: riage lasted 3 years. She nxu-rieci again, had 
i a secl:snd child. Ilenyse, and divorced again. 

Denyse was 14. S.he det~elopcil t'l-rr i:lassic 
I. symptoms. Boyfriends jiltild her for being 
1: too needy, She io.ngecl fo1- the perfect nrao, 
j who w c ~ ~  nowhere to 11% fcmnd, "I had reaZy 
i: 

! . :  I~igPi expecc;i-tious," s a p  Denyse. '7 wanted 
, '  Supeman, so they wo~dd~r'r 4.0 u41at Dad 
j. had dot-re." rjerryse ic, in college now and get- 
;;. ... tirlw - fine grades: but her mother still h.as cer-- 
. . 
;: tam regrets. ;'If 1 could g<i hrck and Eirid iclv 
. . .  
i l  : !. svay tt:i sa:w that marriage. I'd do it." shc 
:. i.- saj~s. "And l"d tell anyone else to i:he .. . 5: S L r n c ' . '  

dzcztbes trying to reu~i te .  Aunil 6"ka.c.sor1 iii a 
fannilylaw ;$-t.trjr?regi in Bc3zen.ra1.r~ %SX; ::!-[,::I 
has served a:i an adminis-tlative jir~lge in 6;- 
vorce cases. Restless couples :vho 1~3t:reI~ 

need their space, in her opiniorr, hait bei-t~j- 
think tivice and think hard.. "IE~;~eoplc :i::.t; d:- 
vor.cing just becaurr of cRr)ices t1.r~;"~: W;IJ>~ 1 0  

make, I think it's pretiy i :o~gh 011 tizc ki?~, : :  
Watson sa;~*s. "Ju:;t hecarlsr yt: i~ . l le  g<:ir:g i:: 
feel hi$tre:: will they?" 

T'hat, of ci-;u~-se, is the r:riillic;,n.-c?uI!:>,r 
qrxestion. r!Vi~l!ersieink ans7,ver is no, t.t:.;.l 
feel worse. Tllej'll feei worse f c ~ r  quite ::, 
while, in fact. and may not k.i:<iih; vvlrg uri3:i:i 
rhey fir~il themsel:,es in court,? desiilinz 
ivhere their OVJII kitki .will ripelril Christrn~s.  
It's 110 wa;lde.r Wallelrstein's critics fi:o:i ? W Y  

dep.1-essing. 
Her chief messace to rna~^lricd p a r e t ; ~ ~  i s  

clear: Suck ir up ii- ;you possibl: izu,  arici 
stick it out. But even if sou sgrce ivid:. %;:a!- 
1.. ~r -- a t r j~~ . ,  how cealistic is strch Sp,~t:ic 32.. 
vice? The e:<pe.& disagree. Tl-rcn ;n?ai::~, . h i l . -  

ad:$%::: is :rlcrt fi~r.experts. IL's directed at pea,- 
ple bickering in. their kir-chen ::in2 star-i::g t:;; 
a[. dre ce:ling of their hedrcjol~:. It's d.irei:i:f;lri 
at parents wllti I-t:riie al:ready di*.ijr.c?ci ar:d 
are sitting alcine in front, of t11e n', ccmtc;:rr:r. 
pl~timg a secr:,l-rr? try, The rruth ;:nd usefill- 
rless of Wailel-stein's Errilinp wili I:?< .I~C;;:!:?. 
in 1:nl~se.s: arlcl apartrrtznts, iri. park:; ~ n d  
playgruilnds, net in sterile thil-rk ra r:f;r;. 
Sarxleiiay, aasurrri:rrg we're irr a mood :.o 1i:;- 
ten, mill.ions of children will g:ii;e I,..: t ! ~  
saits. + 

or. Wallerstein and her supporters. pet.- 
al growth is a poor excuse for. dr.aggirig Kirn,'rb! {Sey$embei- 25,2000). "5bbauid You Srzy 'lb.. 
1ittl.e ones through iq cusiody battle that gether for the sake c.f c;?s ~ i d ~ l : *  ~ i ~ ; ~ ,  156 j ;~ ) ,  j,;7+ 
might cfia.ide their a?~luel-ahie soids into 82% iz,-+yrip,ht (<> ~m)C3@ Tjme {nc, P,e;?rintei< by perink. 
neat; separate tiadves dr:~orrzed to syend siun. 



Divorcing Reality 

i Stepbnie Coontz 

Every time it seems iunelica may LinaUy 
I be coming to ~ETTXS with hi:i'~t' n ~ u c h  m d  

how iirevcrsihiy onr  fa~nilies haw changed, 
: a new ~vaveof panic breaks over 11s. Must 1-5- 

r:cntly it% Been a rediscove,rl. of -[.he "catas- 
: trcrphe" of divorce. This past sulmrier a new 

law took effect in Louisiana, gPV+ng people 
: d ~ e  dlance to cfloose a  covena an^ marriz~ge" 
i in uhich [he state ~ i l !  e d ~ r c e  an agreement 
i not trj divorce except for adulte~y, physical 
i or. sexud  abase, alcoholism, GI' a year$ 

abandonment. The sponsor oof ~ l ~ e  biU says 
j he has since received c d s  b ~ : m  Iaw~nakets 
! dl1 over the countiy inquiring f r c ? ~  to insti- 
.; tute similar laws. At least 19 states akeady 

have legislagon perldirrg to ''slow down" di- 
; 5ror-re. 

iliXos~ of the an~rn~a.nidon for t h i s  cam- 
! paign i s  drz~ir i  fi-onz Judith Wi31.le.ssteit1's 

Ioion&tu&nal study of 13 1 ckildrcn who.se 
p~zrents divrirced in 1971. 111 19851. 'btdaler- 
skein published a study cfalmlng that al- 
most lrdf hail experienced serious long- 
tern: psychological problems tl~at. iutcr- 
Fered with their Iove aid uiork. -ic.ives, ahis 
simmer she released an update 'based un. 26 
of these young adults, all ofwhoni had h e n  
2 i:<> 4 yean old &en th.eir p i l ~ ~ h t s  sepa- 
rated. They kad k e n  extremely vuln.erable 
to h u g  arid dci?ho! abuse as teens, Gbe rc- 
ported. and were sdigl p.tagut? in d~ci r  20s 
and 36s by uunstah1.e relatianships with rllcir 
fathers, low educational. ac!iiiievenzt.nt and 

.: severe axxieties about commitment. 
: The rnslldia pounced. I found more tha~r 
I 200 newspaper articles and opkxion pieces 
: tf"irnpctin.g &i:e "new" finding that divorce 

XV~LS "worse ihan we xhoughi," n "catastl-v- 

phe" for kids. %%Me Wallersbei~~. Kerse%f op- 
.p~sc.s icgal restrictions on riivvrce, she h;is 
done iitzic to clismace herself front ti.lc:sc: 
~,u.hr; cire he.r ~worli in stlppo.rt o f~hi l  r:ew r.;m - 
saite. "ri'vt: been so rn.isquored -in t'tmej-l.c:r,,"' 
she lold hf ~ $ h ~ , c  ~O:XS ZWCI :{C3.I:$ 380. .. , "1 i:;lC-. 

not wo~.xy abo-r~t it an>moi~." 
But is gofizf reasoj~ go wort-.; ab,:;:zi. 

the massive publicify acc.03-dcd F,si:~.!.lt..r.. 
s &in's work. Her cs rimz:?es of file r-isk:~ ui: <:I<- 
v0p-i.e arc more than :\vice as Iriiri:~ as tb;:r~i:' 

G. 

trrf ar,y other reputiible r.csearct:er in t3i. 
field. Her insistence t.hac the prublerr>s sf;< 
5nds were ca~lscrj by the c%ivoj:ce itself.: 
rather *an by pre-exirthrs JI!{:O~Z~CIIIS h t h  
,~rrEage,  r-egxcsents an oucrsiinpiifici2 33- 
tion of cause u-td effect repcdizied i:q ; ~ < : ? u t  
social scientists , ~ n c i  conr;z.;idictei:j hy he;- 
oim e~~idcnce. 

tY;1llerstein studied 60 Marir: C < > ~ : ~ j . ; z j  

couples! mostly -vl'hif:c' and a$l:i~ertt. %vi:.bu di.. 
corced in 197 1. Her sainpie \&;as dr.zi\;vn h-oi.n 
f:;an.ilies rrferrpJ. t.; her d-lir~jc bzcaase ;hi,? 

, . were already experiencing ac;jtrstrnrnt 
problcrns. Indcerl, garticipani:~ w:z~  rs: - 
cndted by tl-ie offer o:L' counsrZirlg in tx. 
charigc fsr conrrnitmen.~ to n %ong-t%;::::j. 
stud:;. TTl~is in jtseIf C;ASLS se*r iv~~ $3~:!1t <:n 
the applicability of %Yalie~steinb Bntiingl;. 
'T11e woplr  most &.el>; to be aet.r.:ici.i"d t ; ~  :>:a 
offer of Jnng-term coilnseiirtg 21-rrd ITXS~ 

likely to stick uith it ovci: r:l.an;; yezi-s are oi;- 
viously those nlosr ILkel;; to fccj thsy ne i !  i t .  
&ld eher 23 sears in a study a&:,u.! rfie cf- 
fects nf $iwjrc.e, t i . 1 ~  c3:Ud:rrr.cri arc m~likell; ir:; ., 

consider ans alte~ms.t.ix*e exlxl.anatlr:)n. ;:I' :h.e 
> 7 .  difficulties .[.hey hwt. ilncj 3.n ihei-r i?%.;;..j.. 



WIlSdesste-in says she tried to lirveed (4111 se- 
: verely disturbed childre~r, yet the ap.pndis 
; 

to her original stu dy, published i:1 1980, a.d- 
i a:rxits that only one-d:id of tYne families she 
i worked tvitlx were assessed as haykg "ade- 
i quate psy;vrholog-ica.l hraxr;iianingn prior to 

the &ivt:~rce. Hdf the parenu had chronic 
depression, severe neurotic difficulties, or 
" lo~rg-.standing problems ira co:atrolling 
their rage 0:. sexual innpzrlses." Nearly a 
q~k-ader of the couples repol-reb that there 
had been violence in t1wj.r- marriages. It is 
-tlrus likely that many of the problems since 
experienced l iy  their children s-temmed 
krjm the parents' bad rxlrsr.i.ages rather than 

: their divorces, and ~ t ' odd  11ot have lreen 
averted had the couples stayed together, 
Other researchers studying cf.lil&ea who do 
poorly after divorce have found that behav- 
ior p3:oblcms were oftelr akcady evident 
eight tcs 12 yea3;s 13cfore the divorce took 
place, suggesting that bt:~dl t l~c  maladjust- 
nrext and the divorce %,ere symptorns (sf 
more deep-rooted f2miY.y and parenting is- 

Tlus is not to say that d l  the prd~biexns 
Wallcrsteir~ fo'o~~nd i:an be exglai~ed by pre- 
existing fa;niiy dyn'amics. $.tihile d~ildaeil hn 
intact farniIies with high Iesels of cvnaict 
usually do worse rhm chi\d-ren in divorced 
~r never-married families, children's well- 
being uf{:en does deterinlrate when a mar- 
riage not marked by severe cr:tniIj:lict comes 
-to ; u a  end. Divorce can trigger new diffic~ii- 
ties connected to b:>ss of inconne, schoo2 re- 
location. constriction of extarded family 
ties, or esci~latiojn of Imstilizy over issues 
like custody and fi'inanixs. (111 't5'alle~xtein's 

y women had not: beerr on-  
ed during the r:naniage: forced entq  

ato and Bruce K e i ~ l ,  reviewin? 11earl.y 
ry single quanti.tati-rre study that has 
12 done on di-vosce: .foo.r:d some d e w  as- 

sociations ih,i.i.t, lower levek t3f cllild  ell- 
being. But these were, on  average. ''.IIOI 

large." Ax;d t l~e  carehFry conrrclied 
lire strldjes 1.rnd.e~ ~-e-,.~iett; t&e .s~nai'!er T,uc~-e 
the differences repcsr.r:ed. 

In-terestingjy, cl3iYdren whose parents di- 
vorctd in more reccnr. geuer3,tion.s tr;e cxpi:.. 
rieucirrg less severe problems than i-hose 
tvhase parenu dit,or.c:ed i&en Laws x i s !  $:a- 
cid stjgnas were strictez Indeed, a j~~s t . .  
published study i : tE 360 R13stcsn-arca faniLirc: 
corrdilczed by psfichologist Abigid S1:cv,fzri 
found that while most t-oilngster:: had 
sljgbdy poorer than average rrrerl tai i~et?ltY~ 2. 

few months ahca- the di.va~-ce, their ~uer;:\J 
n ~ e n  taI health had r&b{:>~!:t?.d.ed to at7crag.z 
lei(e8s aftel- 18 months. 

Wallerstein rejects th.ese studies because 
they d.o not tA-e ac~c~unt of ~ v f l i i t  she Ier-xS :i 
"sleeper effect," in tvhicl; problems caused 
by dix;orce do .not shosv up ~::t~f:i% Sican later: 
Uue :;crger!t:,ng-iern? studies cia Iror strpI:o:n 
this claim, though rlzere may be a sleeper: ef- 
fect for children vrhose pixt.lrr.r; cone i .~~~~c  to 
battle a'aer the sepamri.o.n. ?i.laa.is He-tS:ex 
i~q ton ,  who has stcldied ulo1.e $.ha= :1,500 
chddxn of d.it7m:eed parents, rrtpr:xr-t5 tlsai 
the large majority gmw up socially and psg- 
i.:l:aYogj:ically wet?-adjcsted. 

Soxm past atrjcfies have confimned [!:.at 
cbiYdrer, ofdiwKed parents are more Eki.I;c 
r:o get drivnrced t.hemselves. Buc :lnc3t.he.r. . . new stud? shc?ws dnat even this so-cztiieif 
it~l-rejltability of divorce is also on the de- 
cline. UCLA researcher Michoias 'Y2,io!fi:r:,qer 
found that between :1974 a id  1993 there 
was a 50 percent decrease -in the ten.de.ncy 
for people u;ht2ss parenu had r;livcr.t:ed to 
zet divorced themselves. ... 

Family values cmsaders of?ei:1 arpile ex- 
plicitly that a Llttf.e b.it of exaggera-ticzrr, cir at 
Yeast a use of wurS-i::ase sccnancs, is jusr;i. 
Ged in dj.sarssing the eEects Q C  divorce be- 
came emphasis on childrenk resilicni:.~ xnzy 
lead co:~pIes to mke divorce too lightly. Tr: is 

> >, probabl:; tnre that some pzople are mti;xii- 
ing to do the ht~xd woa-k of t l m g  to rrz:&:e :3 

relathxhip succeed, or. d.o aot give suffi- 
cient !:h~~tzht to the di.Ectrl~ies they t i ?  I~Ic~T-  
ci%ldrcn n a y  fai::e aher divorce. Rlr. r:ising 
rates of dia~orce arrd sii1gf.e pare:lrkcmci. 
cr:,me l.ess from me-first ind:is7id1ralism than 
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horn long-term historical forces that are 
not going to be reversed by trying to scare or 
guilt-trip people into staying mwfied. 

.lf you graph the divorce rate since the 
1890s, the c-r~.l-rent rate is esa.ctly where 
vou'cl expect it  ro be frvm the trends during 
the first half of tlxe cenfi~ry. The age r:tf mar- 
riage is at ari all-time high fc>r~;iwrnen; at the 
other end of the line, a person v ~ h o  reac!ws 
age 60 ca:u expec-1 .to live, on average, an- 
c?thi'r 20 sear:<, T.he instituti.on of mar-riage: 
orga.aj.zes a stnaller. portion of people2 lives 
and social mles than ever before, ifhe etm-. 
1~i:inZi.C alrtonr:~n:.y of wo1,l:len means that de- 
pendecce no longea- prese?-ves nxarriages, 
and the ~ x ~ m b e r  ~f people who exist cam- 
Coriably and happily outside mam'age clre- 
ates an ever-pr-esernt a.lternacjx;e for people 
who are unhapp:; with their mates. .bit3 
amount of coe~:c.irin is goir t~ to pt~.!. the 
toothpaste back i.n t13.e tube. 

11: rlrese circumsvances, coercion. tvould. 
only make d1in.g~ tvo,r-se El:slr dle ve:y people 
tile anti-clis/or.ce cnaaders ray they want tfi 
rotect.  Cantrz3-y to cconser~atj:ce rbetc:~r;*c:, 
u70me:n have I~ist.orically needed the legal 
proteciion of divvrre more than n ~ e n  Irave. 
For centuries, naenk gre:rr.er st:ri:iai ard ecu- 
~~esrxxii: pvyYer farced many wives to put u p  
with a husba~.rd's again or his kiurnitiztting 
t.re:atl?ae:ni. haen also had more resources :o 
tigl~r a divorce or penalize a woman for. 
"fault" under older la~75. The fact that -tw4:- 
thirds of all c'fix.or.ces toclay are initiated b y  
women indicates that mans uromeal a.r.e 
gmtehl fo?- the easing of divorce laws. 

Ofie grili~ip o f ~ ~ o r n e n  has been badly hurt 
b? nu-fatdc divorce in. the absence of srr.::,rrg 
a?imo~ly ~au.s: $Vus~Ie~l who played by the 
olcl femzde homemaker rules and u~huse 
husbands thl-etv out the nlleb<:jok a1r.a- 
get he:^. B-ut making divorce harder and 
rnore acrimonious would not protwr these 
women. 'I'trould a womarj xvhi:2 d.wsrl't want 
a divo3:ce I-eally Be bet!:er off if the Ea1.v says 
Iner lausband. can't div~rce her except in case 
u'b ac'tudtery or violence? Wha-t ~vaiald 
prevent him 5rom tieserdrrg the f'arnily, en- 
sagkg in ahuse, pr4:voking hex. into a com- 
pixtmising situation or even fahricatirrg evi- 
dence of her adultery? Wetter to milice sure 
tlnat shu:~ng chdd-support laws are en.forced, 

and tJ1a.1 hrxsban4.s w'hose t~.ives s<.r::r.ifi<:i.d 
income anc'l education for the sake 9f ~:I:c 
rnaniage pay spi:!~tm"dqprt. 

Slovi.ing down divfis-ui. i.z: not lacr:e:;.sa.r.iiy 
in the best interests of children s i r h ~ r  If 2 

cotlple can repair their n;amiage a.i~sf tic-. 
vehp an effective pare!~tal alli;arlc:e, 0 - . . ; . 1 -  

Lids .ib,ill cel-tair~.ly benefit" But gcttirrg peo- 
ple ro "try harder and langt:r" r::a.rj, n:i;&.e 
th-ings worse if t f le numiage dws t.ventcra,i.l!p, 
&ti]. Most studies find that di:.c:+ri:es :!:r.r 
more darnaging fcrr kj.ds s;sillen if :t..i x c r x  
betwee;l the ages of I X and l i? th.a:n. -v,.-j:cn 
they occur beivV7e~:n 7 a:od I. 1. Tf-ik.; dil.er:r:,'t 
n:tczan parerits should nrsk intci divcrce, I x ~ t  
it does mean that we sI~.ould bev~ir.~: c- j i '  
frightening or. pressuring cotrples into !:;TO-. 

longing a marriage tbai o~ay  ~ ~ 1 1  e::~:ci 2.1;) 

being intolerttble -to one or rlle u~i~er: 
!'tie nay  be able to save .T~;oP: ,0~:~3tiid.!.:<. 

healthy rna~iages than we car~:rnal.; I>:,rj: 

cmly by $:rloderi~izing rnarri:tge, ndt &,v shy-. 
icg up a model based on wol-nen'isclf..s;.;i:.x.i-. 
fice. hf&er-airc.iug marriage naeans gettir:~ 
men afid women ro share c.hild ;-:ire and 
housctvork n1c3lre eqt~a.IIy. 1lelpi:o.g i:o~t;>ks i.:: 
113.a.rlage coilI:?ict in less destrucri:.~ ;,vaz!z 
and bzilding family-f;ic~?dIy u:ts~:.k;:I;accs 
that n:t;;zBe ir: pl:,ssible to ~ t i s e  ctlifdren ~xibli 
less stress. (Of course, such measilr:c:i.:i :uiJi 
also make it easier fur ili~cor.i::ix~g o:,l.!pl+;, 
si~ngle parents, and urni~~~rrfcd ~ZTKGL'I-5 eu 
raise csldrren.) 

f t  !nay be t:rue, as c:o:r~,r:e1.uati,ve:5 i : . i -~ ;~.xe,  -. 

tiaat Iessenirlg the s t i ~ ~ : a  and stress ar - 
tache.6 to singie parentiny wii! lead sesi~?c 

$ 
pm:,p!e to trr:la ;:o c&irori:.e bektrc expior-ii:.~ 
other options, but it's also n-uc thzt a:; dl- 
vorce ha.. gotte:n, n~ar-e ar:c:eptid:ile i!: I:tnr; also 
gotiexi less dirnlagng. In 1'373, a c.ati:,r>rd 
sample found that only 50 percent c?f iir- 
5,ror-ced cot~ples -u,Tex.e abie ro conrain 0::. i:<:r> - 
-trol their afiger in a way that alfoived th..er~ 
to cv-parent effectively. A r?rz-Jore i.ec~ ?it Cali.- 
fo-t?lia, study oFd.iv?:ircir>.g ~i:ij.ip!cs fcxtrrd P h:li 
three ta four yeztrs after sep~rxrion, (YZ~I.;. a. 
q:Jarter ofdi7,-o1-cedparents we.re engaged i : ~  
conflict-ridden, co-parenting. 

Sinlilar progl-I.ess has ~:CCLIE~<!  -in pcssi:.tli- 
s/oxe p'wentd contact. Srrrvcys at the be- 
ginning of the '80s found that I3%?>3-a tkzn 50 
per<-c;gnt r:jtkldren lixring w i ~ f l  &.i::irce:8 



mothers had not seen their fathers in the 
preceding year; while only 17 per-cent r e -  
ported visiting their fath.ers weekly. But a 
I 983 survey f{:>nnd that 25 percent of pret-i- 
0ud.i married fathe?-s saw t'f~eir c,hikken at 
least once a week, :u~d only ! 8 perceat had 
not: visited their children during rlae past 
year, As divorce has become more common, 
more fa~hers have begun to wo.& v~t t  ways 
of remaining in tr::.rrch with their cRiIdrcn, 
wlrtile rr:u~-e ivorhers seem .cuillj.ng io encotir- 
age sue11 iut(o8veme:lt., Keseirchers can help 
pror:wte tfrese new trends 175r explaining 
what we k a ~ w  hod: about &ow to create 
better ~rmarr.iages and how to parent 3:o.or-e el'- 
fectively after a Jivot.ce. 

Fortunately ['or the public, a ~-ratit:>nal 
grorxp of family resea.rc.lrer.s and clinicians 

has ~cxst fixrned n new r:rrganization to ~ ; : i l : i ~ . .  

dinate 2nd disse-aninate tile I;rtz.xt resza;-cj::. 
on .hmiJ~: I-rIatior;s and tr-ericj:s ill I!:re t23ite:S. 
Stares. '8'1x2 Cr:;uncii on Cootempi~r:iry Farn - 
dies will coilntzr- pt:iliticized and. o-~.r.r.sirr:p:!i- 
tied pronc?~mcenren-t such zs  thos:-: i.rt 12re 
current anti-divrce. c..-s~rsade with a n>.:,r.r: 
s~tranced account c?f r.'llc. changing ciicrr!x,. 
stnrxes and cfiallei-rges facing rr,d;r.y's d.i- 
-verse fzr~rdies. lr., rhc meantime, paren.-is 
and tbc genemi public should t2ke a hard: 
sai.cica> look at the claims oftbe ~i:xr: i . -  ti:ivaric: 
mxsade. + 
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