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A CULTURE OF MARRIAGE:
TWO TALES

ByAllan Carlson *

Rebulldins One in America ** Tearing One Down in Sweden***

^1 is a curious dichotomy in American public life
-L today. On the one hand, diose who are able —and

in manyways encouraged — to marry are in increasing
numbers choosing not to do so. Overall, the U.S. mar
riage rate has fallen nearly 50 percent since 1960. Mean
while, what the Census Bureau now calls "unmarried
partner households" have climbed in number from
523,000 couples in 1970 to 4,900,000 in 2000: a nine
fold increase. The count of non-family households in
America, with neither marriage nor children present,
soaredfrom a mere7 million in 1960 to nearly 33 million
in 2000. At the same time, the number of married cou
ple families widi children actually declined slighdy in ab
solute numbers, from 25.7 million back in 1960 to 25.2
million in 2000. Such femilies were one-halfofall Amer

icanhouseholds in 1960; today onlyone quarter. We al
so seewhat sociologist Kingsley Davis calls a "Declining

(Continued on page 2.)

^I %e changing status ofthe femily in Sweden over the
JL past 100 years can be summarized through five tran

sitions:

From a regime where the femily was an open expres
sion ofChristian values with claims of its own to a
regime that is intentionally secular and designedto
protect the interests of the individual;

From a legal order that gave preference to the prop
erty and inheritance claims ofblood relations and
lineage to one givingpreference to the claims ofthe
surviving spouse;

From a regime that assumed a breadwinning hus-
band/fether and a homemaking wife/mother to a
regime giving firstpriority to gender equality, imi-
versal adult employment,and selfsupport;

From a legal order that encouraged marriage asan

(Continued onpa_ge 5.)
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The Family in America

Rebuilding One in America continuedfrom pa^e 1.
Marital Output;" that is, fewer chil
dren. The U.S. Marital Fertility Rate
fell from 157 in 1957 to only 84 in
1995: a marked retreat from chil
dren.'

On the other hand, as we know,
there is mounting clamor for access
to legal marriage among persons in
relationships traditionally denied
such treatment. As the "gay rights'*
organization Lambda Legal ex
plains: "Same-sex couples want to
get married for the same...reasonsas
any other couple: they seek security
and protection that come from a le
gal union....; they want the recogni
tion from family, friends and the
outside world...; and they seek the
structure and support for their emo
tional and economic bonds that a
marriage provides."^

Alas, there are broader legal chal
lenges to the contemporary institu
tion of marriage. A series of recom
mendations from the American Law
Institute, issued a year ago, would
strip traditional marriage of mostdis
tinctive legal status: not by direct re
peal,but rather byextendingthe pro
tections afforded by marriage to
other relationships. The proposals,
for example, would grant alimony
and property rights to cohabiting do
mesticpartners,both hetero- and ho
mosexual. Moreover, the Law Insti
tute urges that adultery be eliminated
as a fector in deciding divorce issues
such as alimony, child-custody, and
the division ofproperty. The number
of persons who could claim custody
or visitation rights with a childwould
alsoexpand, to includeso-called "de-
facto parents."^

Meanwhile, The Alliance for Mar
riagehasput forward in tliisCongress
a proposed Amendment to die U.S.
Constitution declaring that "Mar
riage in tlieUnitedStates shall consist
only of the union of a man and a
woman" and prohibiting judges from
conferring marital status or benefits
on other couples or groups.

Looking at developments in all
Western nations, two European

scholars note that legal structures
touching on marriage that had been
"fairly stable over several centuries
have quite suddenly crumbled." As
tlie authors conclude: "The principles
that uncontestedly dominated f^ily
law for hundreds of years have been
turned topsy-turvy."•*

It is also curious to note that, back
in 1926, the new Communist rulers
of Soviet Russia shocked the world
with a plan to abolish the legal regis
tration of marriage. As one of the
measure's most passionate advocates
explained:

Why should the State know who
marries whom? Ofcourse, if liv
ing together and no registration
is taken as the test ofa married

state, polygamyand polyandry
may exist; but the State can't put
up any barriers against this. Free
love is tlie ultimate aim ofa so

cialist state; in that State marriage
will be free from any kind of
obligation, including economic,
and will turn into an absolutely
free union of two beings.®

While Communism failed horribly
and violendy as an economic and po
litical system, itsdream ofmarriage as
"free from any kind ofobligation, in
cluding economic" is actually being
achieved in parts of the European
Union. There, the label "marriage"
survives, but it confers ever-declining
status. Social benefits and taxes nor
mally assume that the marriedcouple
isactually two individuals. Moreover,
a so-called "traditional marriage" of
breadwinner husband/homemaking
wife actually pays a large financial
penalty.^ As the American Law Insti
tute Report suggests, tlie legalprofes
sion in America now pushes toward
the same ends.

Also strange is the fact that — un
like persons in, say, 1960 — we now
know, through compeUing, ir-
refiitable social science evidence that
marriage is good for society, good for
adults, and good for children. Books
such as Glenn Stanton's Why Mar

riage Matters (1997), Linda Waite
and Maggie Gallagher's The Casefor
Marriage (2000), and Bridget Ma-
her's A Family Portrait (2002) show
that tradition^ marriage is a great and
irreplaceable social gift:; every good
government has a vital interest in en
couraging as many traditional mar
riages as possible.

In tiiis time ofconfrision, perhaps it
is appropriate to ask the more fiinda-
mental question: Just what is mar
riage? The ancient Greeks had an an
swer. According to a legend passed
on by Plato, tiiere was once a being
with both male and female natures

who offended tlie gods and, as pun
ishment, was divided into male and
female halves. Ever since, man and
woman must find their missing half;
when they do, they are rebound in
marriage. The Book of Genesis has
another answer: "So God created
man in his own image, in the image
of God he created him; male and fe
male he created them. And God
blessed them, and God said to them,
'Be fruitfiil and multiply and fill the
eardi'....Therefore a man leaves his

father and his mother and cleaves to

his wife, and diey become one flesh.'"'
The 19th Century French writer
Louis de Bonald, who helped create
modern social science, defined mar
riage as "a potential society," becom
ing "an actual society" onlywith die
birtii of the first child: "In a word,
the reason for marriageis die produc
tion of children."® Compare these
content-rich images to that ofcertain
modern sociologists, who describe
"die unique character"of marriage as
being simply "public approval and
recognition"; that is,something, any
thing, is "marriage" if the "public"
saysso.'

And so, being a certified member
of the "public," I want to draw on
history and offer my own definition
ofmarriage. I willdo so dirough five
images:

First: Marriage is Peculiarly
American,

ne popular viewseesAmericans,
among the world's peoples, aso



specially or uniquely committed to
individualism, personal autonomy,
and the cultivation of the self Some

analysts argue that this attitude goes
back even to tlie colonial days before
the American Revolution.'"

More cai-eflil history tells a different
story. As Colgate University's Barry
Alan Shain reports in The Myth of
American Individualism-.

It appears that...most 18th-cen
tury Americans... lived voluntarily
in morally demanding agricultur
al communities shaped by re
formed-Protestant social and

moral norms. These communi

ties were defined by overlapping
circlesoffamily- and community-
assistedself-regulation and even
self-denial."

Indeed, the evidence suggests that
America has long sustained an un
usually strong culture of marriage.
Ben Franklin saw it, attributing early
and nearly universal marriage during
the mid-18th Century to America's
abundance of land and opportunity.
"Marriages in America are more
general, and more generally early,
than in Europe," he wrote.Twen
ty years later, the political economist
Adam Smith saw it, linking Ameri
ca's culture of marriage to a thriving
economy:

The valueofchildren is the greatest
ofallencouragements to marriage.
We cannot, therefore, wonder that
the people in America should gen
erallymarry very young.

Alexis de Tocqueville saw it during
his mid-19th century visit to America:

There is certainly no country in
the world where the tie ofmar

riage is more respected than in
America, or where conjugal happi
ness is more higlily or worthily ap
preciated.'"

American sociologists saw it in the
middle of the 20th Century, when
the average age for first marriage fell
to 20 for women and 22 for men and

when 95 percent ofadults entered in
to this culture ofmarriage.'^

How did this American culture of

marriage work? Allow me a person
al story, one perhaps for the younger
folks. My higher education began at
a Swedish Lutheran school along the
Mississippi River in Illinois: Augus-
tana College. When I arrived there
in 1967 as a freshly-scrubbed Fresh
man, the oft-told moral turmoil of
the 1960's had not quite yet reached
our campus. Instead, the College
President greeted us new students
and our parents in an assembly,
where he noted jovily: "Look
around you. You may be sitting next
to your fiiture husband or wife and
your future in-laws." Everyone
laughed, but he spoke the truth.
The Augustana campus, like most
colleges of the era, was the place
where one expected to meet one's
future husband or wife. I know I ex

pected to...and I did. The expecta
tion of marriage was in the very air:
marriage was assumed to be your
next life step; all the cultural and in
stitutional signals pointed that way.

Today, this assumption and the
same signals are not commonly
found on American college and uni
versity campuses. One prominent
exception is Brigham Young Univer
sity. There, the expectations ofearly
maturity and early marriage still exist:
even in the statuary on the campus
grounds, which features positive im
ages of motherhood, fatherhood,
and home.

Oddly, America's culture of mar
riage also survives in another, much-
more-unexpected place: Flollywood.
What do the following popular films
have in common: My Bi^ Fat Greek
Weddings Maid in Manhattan^ Sweet
Home Alabama^ Kate and Leopold^
Nottin^ Hill; Kunaway Bride;
Tou've Got Mail; Pretty Woman; and
Sleepless in Seattle? My daughters
call them "chick flicks." A better la

bel might be "marriage flicks," for all
ofthem cast marriage as die truly ful
filling event in a woman's — and a
man's — life. None of these films,
let alone the whole genre, could have
been made in Hbertine, post-mar-
riage Western Europe. Indeed, a re
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cent report from the Netherlands
tells of Jennifer Hoes, a 30-year-old
who, standing before a public offi
cial, married herself: "We live in a me
society," she explained. The Euro
peans do not believe in Cinderella
anymore; Americans still do. These
films are distinctiy our own: signs of
a still extant cultural yearning for
marriage and home.

Second: Marriage is the
Union of the Sexual and the
Economic,

^ I "'his is not my original observa-
JL tion. Rather, this is the classic de

finition ofmarriage long used by cul
tural anthropologists to explain this
institution: namely, men and women
cooperate economically in order to
produce and rear cliildren. Accord
ing to the great 20th century anthro
pological surveys, marriage as such is
found "in every known human soci
ety."'" It is certainly true that for
thousands of years and for hundreds
ofgenerations, humankind organized
most economic tasks around the fam

ily household.
Some cast tlie industrial revolution

of the last 150 years as the material
source of contemporary challenges
to marriage, tearing apart the natur
al home economy. There is some
truth in this analysis. However,
some go on to argue that a new fam
ily form is now needed: an "egalitar
ian" family, without role specializa
tion or home production ofany sort,
that would accommodate the indus

trial impulse. But it will not work. I
agree with Kingsley Davis that such
an "egalitarian family system" — as
dreamed of by die Bolsheviks and as
seen today most fijlly in Western Eu
rope — cannot be sustained. High
levels of divorce and cohabitation,
combined with low birth rates, actu
ally "raise doubts that societies with
this egalitarian system will [even]
survive."'^

The necessary alternative is to find
new ways of articulating and advanc
ing marriage as an economic partner
ship. Between 1948 and 1969, for
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example, the U.S. government did
treat marriage as a true partnership
for purposes of taxation, allowing
married couples to "split their in
come" like all other legal partner
ships. One clear result was "the mar
riage boom" of that era: a
phenomenon that ended only after
the elimination of income splitting.'®
In addition, calculations from Aus
tralia show that tlie traditional "home
economy" has not disappeared at all.
Even in advanced industrial societies,
the uncounted but real value ofcon
tinuing home activities such as child
care, home carpentry, and food
preparation is still at least as large as
that of the official economy.'^ More
over, a growing number of Ameri
cans are actively reversing the indus
trialization of key activities that were
once the family's: this is how we
should see home schooling, for ex
ample, now embracing over two mil
lion American children.^"

Third: Marriage is a fruitful
balance of burdens and
benefits.

Here, alibertarian perspective of
fered by Valparaiso University

Law Professor Richard Stith, clarifies
the issues at stake. He notes that lib

erals and conservatives alike should

agree that state registries of friend
ships are a bad idea. Indeed, at pre
sent, most kinds offriendships are to
tally unregulated in the U.S. Even
before the recent Lawrence v. Texas

Supreme Court decision, most states
had already decriminalized non-mari-
tal sexual relations or no longer en
forced prohibitions. This has meant
that, for example, the participants in
same-sex unions have been as free as
anyone else to form long-lasting
friendsliips — and to seal them with
promises or binding contracts — all
without governmental approval and
registration.^'

Stith emphasizes that only one cat
egory offriendship has faced govern
ment registry: those heterosexuals
entering legal marriage. But this
should not be seen as a liberty or

right. Ratiier, it is primarilya burden.
For the most part, marriage legisla
tion limits, radier than increases, indi
vidual freedom. Marriage laws com
monly mandate the sharing of
earnings and debts, compel mutual
support, and limit rights to terminate
the relationship.^^

Why do modern governments
leave most friendships free and un
regulated but continue to register
and burden these heterosexual

unions? Stith replies:

Everyone knows the answer: Sex
ual relationships between women
and men may generate children,
beings at once highly vulnerable
and essential for the friture of
every community....Lasting mar
riage receivespublic approba
tion...because it helps to produce
human beings able to practice or
dered liberty."

Heterosexual unions can create a

child at any moment, so the public
has a deep interest in their stabiliza
tion from the very beginning. In
contrast, same-sex unions are "ab
solutely infertile." Moreover, the rel
atively modest benefits adhering to
legal marriage and not available
through private contract — such as
social security provisions — are justi
fied as minimal compensation to
those parents, usually women, who
make sacrifices such as giving up a ca
reer to create and raise children.

Fourth: Marriage is a
communal event.

It takes apoet to remind us here
that marriage is more than a bond

between two people. The Kentuck-
ian Wendell Berry underscores that
marriage also exists to bind die cou
ple as "parents to children, families to
the community, the community to
nature." The new bride and groom
"say their vows to the community as
much as to one another, and the
community gathers around them to
hear and to wish them well, on their
behalf and on its own." The vows

bind the lovers "to forebears, to de

scendants,...to Heaven and earth."
Even the touch of one married lover

to another:

...feelingly
persuades us what we are:
one another's and many otiiers'....
How strange to tiiink ofchildren
yet to come, into whose making
we will be made...."

Using a favorite metaphor, Berry
says that marriage "brings us into tiie
dance that holds the community to
gether and joins it to its place.""

Fifth and finally:
Marriage is political.
Here, Imean "political" in the

broad sense, as explained by the
early 20th Century journalist G.K.
Chesterton. He saw the family as an
"ancient" institution, one that pre
exists the state and one that "cannot

be destroyed; it can only destroy
those civilizations which disregard
it." This "small state founded on the

sexes is at once the most voluntary
and the most natural of all self-gov
erning states." Modern govern
ments seek to isolate individuals from

their family, the better to govern
them; to divide in order to weaken.
But the family is self-renewing, an
expression of human nature, which
builds on the natural state of mar

riage. "The ideal for which [mar
riage] stands in the state is liberty,"
Chesterton writes. It stands for lib

erty because it is "at once necessary
and voluntary. It is the only check on
the state that is bound to renew itself

as eternally as the state, and more
naturally than die state." It creates
"a province of liberty" where truth
can find refiigc from persecution and
where the good citizen can survive
the bad government."

In sum, drawing on the lessons of
history, I see marriage as especially
American, as the union of the sexu
al and the economic, as a fruitful
balance of burdens and benefits, as
a communal event, and as political
in its essence, the true reservoir of
liberty. OQ
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Angry Delinquents
When parents divorce, ttieir

teenage offtpring often spin
into a rage that may first land them
in juvenilecourt and later put them
on die psychologist's couch or in
the hospital de-tox unit. The role
of parental divorce in launching
teens on a self-destructive life tra
jectory stands out clearly in re
search recenUy completed by re
searchers from Columbia and
Northwestern Universities.

To investigatewhat they charac
terize as "a sequential stress theory
of delinquency," the Columbia
and Northwestern scholars scruti
nized data from the National Lon
gitudinal Study of Adolescent
Health, a study that began in
1995 with a stratified probability
sample of 80 high schools across
the country. The researchers be
gan their work by looking for
prevalence of "adolescent anger"
as the first link in the chain of "se
quential stress." And where did
the angry teens show up? Dispro
portionately, these angry teens
were found in step- and single-
parent families. "Anger," report
the authors of the new study, "is
... more common among youth
who come from blended

(0[dds]^atio] = 1.315, p < .01)
and single-parent famihes
(0[dd]R[atio] = 1.664, p < .001)
compared to two-biological-par-
ent intact families."

And since angry teens often
break the bounds ofcivility and re
straint, it is not surprising that the
Columbia and Northwestern re

searchers limn a link between
anger and both violent and nonvi
olent delinquency (p < .001 for
both types of delinquency). Pre

dictably enough, they also trace a
statistical link between family
structure and delinquency. "Youth
in blended and single-parent fami
lies," the researchers acknowledge,
"are more delinquent than youth
in two-parent biological families"
(p < .001 for both blendedand sin-
^e-parcnt families for both violent
and nonviolent delinquency).

And unfortunately, when anger
pushes teens into crime, their per
sonal problems often persist into
young adulthood. In the data for
the young-adult lives of those in
volved in the study, the authors of
the new study discern a patholog
ical pattern in which "males in
particular tend to move through a
sequence of adaptations, from
anger to delinquency to drinking
problems, while females will be
more likely to move from anger
through delinquency to symp
toms ofdepression."

Whatever else it may do, the na
tional epidemic isproviding job se
curityfor those employedin work
ing with juvenile delinquents,
alcoholics, and the mentally ill.

(Sourcc: John Ha^an and Holly Foster, "
S/He's a Rebel: Toward a Sequential Stress
Theory ofDelinquency and Gendered Path
ways to Disadvantage in Emer^in^ Adult
hood,''Soda\ Forces 82 [2003]: 53-86.)

Long-Lived Women
El* xercise regularly, eat abalanced

jdiet, receive regular medical
examinations, avoid tobacco —
most American women know
much ofwhat they must do to en
sure a long life. However, the life-
prolonging effects of a once-cen-
tral American social institution
have escaped tlie notice of many
otherwise knowledgeable women

The Family in America New Research

— and this largely because of the
misguided activism (ironically
enough) of feminists! Though
denigrated by feminists as a profes
sional and personal hindrance,
wedlock continues to add years to
the lives ofwomen who make suc
cessful marital unions.

The life-protecting effects of
marriage stand out clearly in a
study recently published by a team
of epidemiologists from the Uni
versity of Pittsburgh and the Uni
versity of California, San Francis
co. Examining six-year
cardiovascular (CVD) and all-
cause mortality rates for 7,524
white women age 65 or older, the
Pittsburgh and San Francisco ana
lysts looked especially for those so
cial circumstances that predicted
or prevented death. To that end,
they ran a seriesofstatisticalanaly
ses correlating mortality rates with
marital status and with Social Net
work scores derived from a survey
inventory of family and friendship
relationships. In these analyses,
"both higher socialnetwork scores
and marriage at study baseline
were potent predictors of lower
total and C\^ mortality across
follow-up." Underscoring the
strengthof the linkage between fa
vorable social circumstances and
lower mortality rates, the re
searchers stress that "these bene
fits were largely independent of
demographic variables, pre-exist
ing disease, and other psychosocial
measures."

Though the researchers admit
tiiat the "mechanisms" that confer
longer life on those in more favor
able social circumstances remain

"poorly understood," they point
to research suggesting that strong
social tics foster "reduced blood
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pressure," less pathological "neu-
roendocrine reactivityunder stress-
flil circumstances," and "increased
resistance to cold infections."

Progressive modern thinkers
might want to suppose that social
networks with friends will yield the
same, if not superior life-prolong
ing health effects as marriage. But
the autliors of the new study re
port that "in this sample, marital
status — and not social network
scores — was the most consistent

predictor of subsequent mortality,
and marriage explained most —
but not all — of the mortality rela
tionships with social network
scores."

So do insurance companies
charge the members of the anti-
wedlock National Organization for
Women higher premiums?

(Source: Thomas Rutled^e et al., "Social
Networks and Marital Status Predict Mor
tality in Older Women: Prospective Evi
dencefrom the Study of Osteoporotic Frac
tures," Psychosomatic Medicine 65
[2003J: 688-694.)

''Good Enough"
Mothering?

Why do many mothers do all
they can to give their chil

dren the best possible nurtu-
rance? Wliy, indeed, in a world in
which feminist scholars dismiss
such maternal devotion as "ideal
istic but unwarranted" as they
churn out justifications for "good
enough" mothering? To see
how feminist scholars wage their
peculiar war against maternal de
votion, Americans need only turn
to a recent study of the psycho
logical consequences of breast
feeding conducted by researchers
from the University of Wiscon
sin—Madison. Conducted among
381 mothers with infant children,
this new study of breastfeeding
generated significant data show
ing that breastfeeding confers
psychological advantages on both
infants and mothers. Nonethe
less, the Wisconsin scholars find
ways to argue that a highly favor

able view of breastfeeding is "ide
alistic but unwarranted" even as
they transform the study's find
ings into evidence that bottle-
feeding mothers (that is, employed
mothers) can provide "good
enough" maternal care. Even
ideologues cannot blink the facts:
the authors of the new study of
breastfeeding grudgingly ac
knowledge that compared to bot-
tie-feeding peers, "breastfeeding
mothers reported more attach
ment and infant reinforcement at
4 months." They further con
cede that at twelve months,
breastfeeding mothers and their
infants "scored better" than bot
tle-feeding mothers and their
children on the 12-month Par-

ent-Child Early Relational Assess
ment (PCERA). More specifical
ly, they admit that "breastfeeding
was associated udth less parental
negative affect, [less] parental in-
trusiveness, and [less] again in
fant dysregulation at 12 months."

But clear evidence of the bene

fits of breastfeeding becomes
something quite different in the
hands of determined and inge
nious researchers. Looking at
their findings, the Wisconsin team
curiously chooses to emphasize
that the benefits of breastfeeding
— though statistically significant
— were "small to moderate," in
their assessment. The mother-

child relationships observed for
the bottie-feeding were, aft:er all,
generally "good quality," indicat
ing no "need for intervention or
special care." Because the Wis
consin researchers see nothing to
indicate that "mothers are harm
ing the relationships they have
with their children by bottlefeed-
ing," they cheerily conclude that
"bottlefeeding mothers can pro
vide good-enough care" for their
infant offspring. Then, tipping
their ideological cards a bit, the
researchers add that this conclu
sion should foster "optimism for
nonmaternal and nonbiological
caregivers" (such as day-care
workers). Having devalued efforts
to give infants the optimal care
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that comes tlirough breastfeeding
("idealistic but unwarranted"),
perhaps these researchers will
move on to make sure that the na
tion's children never get anything
beyond a "good enough" educa
tion, "good enough" employ
ment, or "good enough" lives.

(Source: Nicole M. Else-Quest, Janet Shibley
Hyde, and Roseanne Clark, "Breastfeeding,
Bonding}, and theMother-Infant Relation
ship," McmU-l^almcT Quarterly 49 [2003]:
495-517.)

Overeager or Scared
Off

How does parental divorce af
fect young people's willing

ness to enter into wedding vows
themselves? When sociologists
tried to answer this question thir
ty years ago, they generally con
cluded that the offspring of di
vorced parents were especially
likely to marry, and ofi:en to mar
ry early, perhaps as a way of get
ting away from the turmoil of
their parental home. However,
when sociologist Nicholas Wolfin-
ger of the University of Utah re-
centiy investigated the same ques
tion, he concluded that things
had changed: compared to peers
fi^om intact families, the children
of divorced parents are now less
likely to marry-though if tiiey do
marry,it will quite likely be during
tiieir teenage years.

Examining nationally represen
tative data from 1973 through
1994, Wolfinger limns a clear one
way pattern: "Marriage rates for
the children of divorce have de
clined dramatically over the study
period."

Despite this overall decline in the
marriage rates for the children of
divorced parents, however, Wolfin
ger notes that "parental divorce
[still] raises the likelihood of
teenage marriage." What has
changed isthat, unlike similarly sit
uated young people thirty years
ago, children of divorced parents
who reach age twenty assinglesare
now "disproportionately likely to



avoid wedlock."

Wolfinger explains his conclu
sions by suggesting ±at "the chil
dren of divorce may marry as
teenagers to escape unhappy home
environments, as the inadvertent
result of premature sexual activity,
or simply to assuage psychic
wounds." On the other hand,
when children of divorced parents
reach age twenty as singles, "inter
personal problems may get in the
wayofmarriage, or people may opt
for cohabitation."

Wolfinger in fact cites earlier re
searchers showing that "the chil
dren of divorce are disproportion
ately likely to cohabit." It would
appear, Wolfinger reasons, that
"the upheaval ofparental divorce"
predisposes young people "to
avoid marriage altogether by re
sorting to an increasingly accept
able alternative." What is more, for
many children ofdivorced parents,
this non-marital alternative proves
permanent, since "parental divorce
substantially decreases the chances
that a cohabitant will marr\' his or
her partner."

In tiie tendency for parental mar
riage to push teens toward early
marriage on the one hand or to
keep them from marrying at all on
the odier, Wolfinger discerns a for
mula for darker lives: "Early wed
lock greatly increases the chances
ofdivorce,wliilepeople who never
marry report lower levels ofoverall
well-being than their married
peers."

( Source: Nicholas H. Wolfinger, "Parental
Divorce and OffspringMarriage: Early or
Late?''Sod3i Forces 82 [2003]: 337-353.)

Wealthily Wed
Social scientists have long recog

nized that intact marriages
shield men, women, and children
fi"om poverty. Researchers at Cor
nell and Washington Universities
have now adduced solid evidence
that wedlock acmally fosters afflu
ence.

Drawing on nationally represen
tative data collected between 1968
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and 1992, tlie Cornell and Wash
ington scholars limn a very strong
linkage between marital status and
income. In detailing the "substan
tial marital effect on the likelihood

of experiencing one or more years
ofaffluence during the lifecourse,"
the audiors of tlie new study look
at younger (ages 25 to 45) and
older (ages 45 to 65) individuals
separately. But the pattern linking
wedlock to wealtli turns our to be

remarkably similar for both age
groups.

"For the younger group," the
researchers remark, "the cumula
tive incidence of affluence at age
45 is 33% for marrieds versus 16%

for nonmarrieds," yielding an
Odds Ratio of approximately 2.0.
In other words, "marriage in early
adulthood doubles the odds of af
fluence." Among the older indi
viduals in the study, wedlock con
fers an even more pronounced
advantage: "42% ofolder marrieds
will experience affluence versus
18% among nonmarrieds, repre
senting an odds ratio of2.4."

Though the researchers admit
that their data set contains "too
few Black cases" to generate much
"statistical power," tlieir results do
suggest that "the marital advan
tage in tlie likelihood of affluence
crosses the race divide. For all ages
and race groups, married are more
likely than nonmarried to become
affluent."

And although many feminists
have denigrated marriage as an in-
stimtion oppressive to women, the
authors of the new study conclude
that "marriage financially benefits
both men and women" and that

benefit is much "more important
for women tlian for men." Ameri
can men typically face life options
"moderately weighted in favor of
marriage as a means of achieving
affluence." But "the power ofmar
riage to deliver affluence for
women is extremely strong. Non-
married women have low odds of

affluence relative to married

women."

The authors of the new study
note tiiat marriage might predict
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affluence in part simply because of
"selection effects": that is, the
men and women who marry are
intrinsically more capable of earn
ing wealth than the individuals
who do not marry. To tlie degree
that such selection effects explain
the linkage between wedlock and
wealth, "marriage is not intrinsi
callyan affluence-generating insti
tution but rather a union that may
serve tlie intentions of affluence-

seeking individuals." The relative
ly high levels of affluence that tlie
researchers find among married
childless couples might even sug
gest that such intentions can actu
allyundermine family life.

However, the researchers do
identify ways in which marriage
can foster affluence in ways that
reinforce rather than undermine
family life. For instance, the au
thors of the new study acknowl
edge that a marital union allows
for "a division of labor tiiat maxi

mizes family income" by
"enabling] die parmer with liigh-
er earnings [usually the husband]
to devote relatively more energy
and attention to remunerated
work." (The gender implications
of this affluence-producing divi
sion oflabor unsettie tlie political
ly correct authors of the new
study, who worry about how such
a division exacerbates the male-fe

male disparity in income. Of
course, many Americans regard
such disparities as irrelevant so
long as a husband's income is fam
ily income.)

The Cornell and Washington
scholars also stress that marriage
can foster affluence by reducing
household expenses. "Marital
household expenses," observe the
researchers, "are less per person
than are expenses for singles living
alone." In a backhanded acknowl
edgement tiiat the best modern re
search ultimately leads back to
proverbial wisdom, the authors of
the study even suggest that "two
can live more cheaplytlian one."
(Source: ThomasA. Hirschl,Joyce Altobelli,
and Mark R. Rank, "Does Marriage In
crease the OddsofAffluence^ Exploring the



The Family in America • New Research • December 2003

Life Course Probabilities,'* ]oMmA ofMar
riageand Family65 [2003]: 927-938.)

At the Church or On

the Street?

Adolescents who spend their
free time in volunteer service

or in church-sponsored activities
differ in many ways from peers
who spend their free time watch
ing television or roaming the
streets. But few things predict what
adolescents will do with their out-

of-school hours more consistently
than their family background.

When researchers at Virginia
Polytechnic Institute recently ana
lyzed time use among 454 rural
adolescents in grades 9 through
12, they expected to find that pos
itive self-esteem would foster par
ticipation in "structured out-of-
school activities." To their surprise,
they did not. Instead, they repeat
edlyestablished the importance of
an intact family in encouraging
such participation.

The VPI researchers began their
recent study "expect[ing] self-es-
teem to be positively related to ac
tivity participation" on the "as
sumption that a positive sense of
self would lead youth to be more
involved in activities with others."

But the data proved cruel to this
hypothesis,as "self-esteem" turned
out to be "unrelated to any of the
4 structured out-of-school vari

ables" in the study.
In contrast, the VPI scholars dis

cerned a clear linkage in their data
bet\\'een family structure and cer
tain types of out-of-school activi
ties. "Family structure," they re
port, "was related to volunteer
participation and to church and
other religious activities."

In trying to explain why "youth
whose parents are divorced are less
involved in volunteer activities and

in religious-related uses of time,"
the autliors of the new study high
light "practical matters such as
there being a parent available to
transport the youth to the volun
teer site, and other factors such as
whether parents themselves are
connected witli religious organiza
tions post-divorce."

This new study offers little to en
courage youth leaders who think
they can build on the sandsofself-
esteem and a great deal to hearten
youth leaderswho see their work as
an extension offoundations laid in

family life.

(Source: Angela J. Huebner and Jay A.
Mancini, "Shaping Structured Out-of-
School Time Use Amon^ Youth: The Effects
of Self, Family, and Friend Systems,"'Iomx-
nal of Youth and Adolescence 32 [2003]:
453-463.)

Perennial Pathology

F
"^ifty years ago, criminologists

routinely invoked "social disor
ganization" as the root cause of
crime. Evident in unsupervised
groups, weak friendship networks,
and anemic levels of civic involve

ment, social disorganization was
viewed as the doleful consequence
ofsuch things as urbanization, mo
bility, and divorce. But criminolo
gists began to lose faith in social-
disorganization theory during the
Seventies. Indeed almost no crim

inologists took social-disorganiza
tion theory seriously by the mid-
I980's, when it was generally
dismissed as "little more than an

interesting footnote in the history
of community-related research."
But in 1989, two daring criminol
ogists at Northwestern University

put social-disorganization theory
securely back on the intellectual
map with an impressive study using
data from the British Crime Survey
of 1992. And now a new research

team has ftirther buttressed the sta

tus of social-disorganization theo
ry with data from the British Crime
Survey of1994.

In this impressive new verifica
tion ofsocial-disorganization theo
ry, family disruption looms large.
In particular, the new study estab
lishesa strong statisticalcorrelation
between an area's total victimiza

tion rate and its family-disruption
rate (p < .01), just as the 1989
study. Through fiirther scrutiny of
the 1994 data, the researchers ex
plainpart ofthe effectoffamily dis
ruption in incubating crime as the
result of the multiplication of un
supervised peer groups in areas
with high rates offamily disintegra
tion. But fiimily disruption not on
ly strongly predicts the emergence
of unsupervised peer groups (p <
.01). It also predicts a decline in
civicinvolvement (p < .05).

The social-disorganization theo
ry of crime regnant during the
Fifties and Sixties now appears very
firmly re-established. But perhaps
it never required too much theo
reticalsophisticationto realize that
as divorce courts grow busier,
more and more aimless youths
cluster in unsupervised groups
while fewer and fewer adults vol

unteer for service in Parent-

Teacher Organizations or the Ro
tary Club. And in a world of
rootless youths and self-absorbed
adults, crime proliferates.

(Source: Christophei- T Lowenkamp, Francis
T CuUen, and TravisC. Pratt, Replicating
Sampson and Groves's Test ofSocial Disorga
nization Theory: Revisiting a Cntninolqgi-
cal C/flywc,"Journal of Research in Crime
and Delinquency 40 [2003]: 351-373.)
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Tearing One Down in Sweden... continuedfrom pa^e 1.
estate," this measure long codified
tlie inferior status of women relative

to men in matters of earnings and

economic partnership resting on
a vital home economy to a
regime dedicated to what one an
alystcalls "statisation,"' where
tlie state deliberately takes over
family functions and encourages
the economic independence of
married adults and universal de

pendence on die welfare state;

And fi"om a regime that pre
sumed marriage to be exclusively
heterosexual to one that grants
nearly equal status, benefits, and
obligations to same-sex couples.

The overall story is one highlight
ing the interaction of ideology and
law-making.

Before 1920

T
^he foundation ofSwedish law re

mains a vast statute called

Sveriges rikeslag., enacted in 1734 but
now witli innumerable amendments.^

Under the assumption ofa "common

property. Despitesome liberalization
in the late 19th Century, the Swedish
husband until 1920 still held the

right to control and administer the
common estate during marriage. Re
flecting the importance of land and
lineage in the old regime, the lawalso
excluded fi*om the common estate re

al property acquired before marriage
or by inheritance during marriage. In
the then-rare cases of divorce, the
marital estate would be divided

equally, although marital misconduct
such as adultery could result in penal
ties imposed on the offender.'

The Marriage Code of 1920
In 1918-19, The Kingdom ofSwe-

den experienced a bloodless de
mocratic revolution. Following mass
protests in the streets, the King sur
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rendered virtually all of his power to
Parliament. The adoption of univer
sal adult suffrage in 1920 extended
the vote to women. And Sweden's

Parliament or Riksdag also adopted a
new Marriage Code in 1920.

This Code built on the idea of die

marital home as an economic partner
ship, with husband and wife equal in
rights but different in fionction. Rela
tive to property, the 1920 Code
adopted the concept of "deferred
community." The prescribed marital
property system rested on the idea of
"separate administrationbut equal di
vision for one and all." The measure

abolished the automatic co-owner

ship of property during marriage as
well as the position ofdie husband as
the dominant administrator. Rather,
each spouse would control and ad
minister the property that he or she
owned at the time of marriage or
gained later Jointiy owned property
was also possible. Notably, the 1920
Code also embraced the idea of inde

pendent liability; spouses were not
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held responsible for each other's debts
(except for educational expenses for
their children and certain direct
household expenditures). The Code
expanded the definition of marital
property to include property acquired
before marriage or by iriheritancedur
ing marriage. On die dissolution of
the marriage through death or di
vorce or by mutual petition, allmarital
property would be di\ided equally,al
though in casesofdivorce the Courts
retained the power to punish one or
the other spouse for marital miscon
duct. Importandy, the Code did lay
upon the husband a special responsi
bility for economic support ofhiswife
and children. Overall, the 1920 Code
aimed at creating a relatively simple
property system that minimized dis
putes and lawyering and encouraged
gender specialization in die home. It
wasideally suited to a peoplecommit
ted to nearly universd marriage and
the avoidance ofdivorce

Radical Currents in the

1930's

uring the early 1930's, a declin
ing marriage rate and a sharply

falling fertility rate led to calls for rad
ical changes in the Swedish home.
For example, the feminist Social De
mocrat AlvaMyrdal generated a fliror
by calling for "collectivized homes"
for Swedish families, where young
motiiers would join fathers in the fiill
time labor force, with infants and
toddlers cared for in common nurs

eries, aiid with mealsprepared in col
lectivized kitchens {and she actually
saw such a facility through to con
struction). With husband Gunnar
Myrdal, she co-authored in 1934 the
book Kris i befolknifi^^a^an ("Cri
sis in the Population Question"). In
order to raise Sweden's birthrate,
they said, the natures ofmarriage and
family needed to be radically
changed. Fathers should be freed
from their "breadwinner" role;
mothers freed from "homemaking."
All adults should work, and massive
new state welfare benefits — child al

lowances,daycai'e subsidies,universal

D

health care, low interest "marriage
loans", and so on — should pay the
costs of parenthood. The marital
home, under their scheme, would
largely cease to be a significant eco
nomic unit. Working through The
Royal Population Commission of
1935 and the Swedish Parliament's

Women's Work Committee, the
Myrdals enjoyed a remarkable influ
ence for tiie balance of the decade.®

"Era of the Sicedish
Housewife"
By 1940, however, their ideas were

in retreat. The onset of World

War II and Sweden's perilous position
as a "neutral" nation surrounded by
Nazi German conquests encouraged a
conservative nationalism. Relative to

the femily, older ideas found in the la
bor unions—tiiat 'Svomen were to be
liberated from the labor market rather
than liberated to participate in it" and
that men deserved to earn a living
"family wage" — regained popularity.
Feminist analysts now call the 1940-
67 period "the era of the Swedish
housewife." Public policy encouraged
the full-time care of small children at
home. The marriage rate climbed,
while the average age at first marriage
fell. Fertilityalso rose: Sweden's mini-
Baby Boom. As late as 1965, only
three percent ofallSwedish preschool
children were in some form of non-

parental day care. The "traditional
Swedish family," encouraged by The
Marriage Code of 1920 and by popu
lar values, seemed solid.'"

Radical Change

Yet the late 1960's experienced
new waves of radical change: so-

called "Eurocommunism" was on

the march, while Red Brigades ter
rorized Italy and West Germany, and
France was torn apart by tlie New
Left riots. Meanwliile, Christian val
ues — summarized by one analyst as
"responsibility, sacrifice, altruism and
the sanctity of long-term commit
ments [such as marriage]" — rapidly
gave way in Western Europe to a mil

itant "secular individualism" focused
on the desires ofthe self^

Sweden also entered into what one

leading historian, Yvonne Hirdman,
caUs its "Red Years," 1967-1976.' At
their heart was a massive "gender
turn" that would radically alter the na
ture of marriage in Sweden. In 1968,
a joint report by the SocialDemocrat
ic Party and the trade union alliance
(the LO) concluded that "there
are...strong reasons for making the
two breadwinner family the norm in
planning long-term changes within
the social insurance system."^ The
next year, the same Alva Myrdal
chaired a major panel "On Equality"
for the Social Democrats. Its report
concluded that '[i]n the societyof the
future,...the point of departure must
be that every adult is responsible for
his/her own support. Benefits previ
ously inherited in married status
shouldbe eliminated." The Report al
so calledfor a tax poliq' based on indi
vidualearnings,without preference for
any so-called "form ofcohabitation.

Directives 1969

A
ccordingly, in 1969 the Swedish
government resolved to fimda-

mentallyreform its marriage law. The
Minister ofJustice created a Commit
tee of Experts and issued a set of Di
rectives. The Committee was to con

sider whether there was still even a

need for marriage law and, if so, how
it should be reconfigured. It was to
consider the "clearly anachronistic"
nature ofcommunity property, based
as it was on the discarded Christian

notion of"one flesh." The Commit

tee should strivefor a more complete
secularization of domestic relations

laws. It should also consider the di

minished importance ofmarital status
in Sweden, the new imperative of
"personal fiilfillment," the rising de
mand for divorce, declining public in
terest in material property in favor of
pensions, annuities, and otiier claims
on the welfare state, and the elevation
of gender equality into the corner
stone ofSwedish social policy."



An Individualized Income Tax

In this spirit, Sweden's Parliament
approved in 1971 a fundamental

reform of the income tax. It abol
ished the taxation of households
through the joint income tax return
premised on "income splitting" by
married couples. Instead, all persons
would henceforth be taxed as individ
uals, without attention to marital sta
tus, dependents, employment, or in
come of a spouse. This gave Sweden
the most "fully individualized taxa
tion system" in the developed world.
In the context of high marginal tax
rates, this change also greatiy benefit
ed the two-income household and
penalized the traditional one-income
breadwinner family.'^ Analysts of
modern Sweden are nearly unani
mous in viewing this shift from
"joint" to "individual" taxation asthe
most sweeping social change in Swe
den over the last 40 years, for it
"more or less eradicated" the tradi
tional home.'^

The Reform of 1973
On the basis of the Family Law

Reform Committee's work,
Parliament approved a new measure
in 1973 governing marriage and di
vorce. Most legal impediments to
marriage disappeared: even half-
brothers and hdf-sisters could marry,
as could aunts and nephews, uncles
and nieces. Only siblings and persons
related by blood in unilinear descent
faced prohibition; bigamy and
polygamy were also banned. The
minimum marriage age for both
spouses became18. Premised on the
idea ofmarriage asa voluntary union,
it was — in one advocate's words —
"only natural tiiat ifone ofthe spous
es is dissatisfied, he or she may de
mand a divorce." In effect, the com
munity or state was deemed no
longer to have a significant interest in
the preservation of a marriage.
"Fault" would no longer be consid
ered, nor would marital misconduct
have any bearing at ail on the division
of property. If both husband and
wife agreed to the divorce, it would

be immediately granted. If one
spouse objected or if tiiere wasat least
one child under age 16 in the home,
the new law fixed a mandatory recon
sideration period of six months.
"Separation" no longer had legal sta
tus. The measure assumed adult self-
support and largely ended the con
cept of alimony (except in limited
cases where "maintenance" payments
for a set time might be required).'"*

The Marriage Code of 1987
]'ocused on property and inheri
tance questions, the new Mar

riage Code of 1987 weakened — but
did not entirely eliminate— the con
cept ofmarriage as an economic part
nership. On the one hand, and de
spite pressure for a more
individualistic formulation, the new
law retained the concept of "deferred
community property" found in the
1920 Code. In principle,a spouse re
mained entitied to a halfshare in mar

ital property at the time ofdivorce or
death. The Courts gained more
power to set aside pre-nuptial con
tracts establishing separate property.
And surviving spouses won greater
control over marital property relative
to children and other heirs, continu
ing the so-called "amputation of the
blood line" in Sweden.''^

On the other hand, other provi
sions gave spouses increased indepen
dence. One abolished the obligation
each had to manage and preserve
matrimonial property. Joint liability
for debts acquired by household ex
penditures or children's education
disappeared. In one commentator's
words, the new Code reflected "the
increasing focus in the law itself on
termination of marriage, ratiier tiian
on its preservation."'® The 1987
Code also ended the husband's spe
cial responsibility to support the fem-
ily. Both spouses now had a shai'ed
responsibility."^

The Joint Homes Act of 1987
''T^he Joint Homes Act was also ap-
-L proved in 1987. Tliis new mea

sure governing "relationships similar

F
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to marriage" rested on "the principle
ofneutraiity toward family form." As
UUaBjornberg explains:

The principlestates that individu
als are fi-ee to develop their per
sonal lives at their own will, to
choose a living arrangement and
ethical norms for their family life.
The role offamily law is restricted
to providing solutions to practical
problems and to formulate rules
of a kind tiiat can be accepted by
almost all individuals.'®

Still, the Joint Homes Act did not
equate "cohabitation" with "mar
riage." Specifically, cohabitators did
not gain the equivalence of "marital
property rights" in inheritance or a
right to claim "maintenance" after
separation. Rather, the rules in this
measure applied only to the equal
splittingofa dwelling and household
goods acquired for joint use.

Still, the measure did affirm that
parenthood in consensual unions
would involve riglitsand responsibili
ties equal to those in marriage. Un
married fiithers must register with,the
state. Joint custody of children after
separation is the assumption for both
cohabitating and married couples.

A novel development in the 1987
measure, though, was that it applied
to both urmiarried heterosexual and
homosexual couples.'^

The 1995 "Registered
Partnership" Law
In 1995, the Swedish Parliament

approved a law granting same-sex
couples the right to form a "regis
tered partnership." This represented
a civil contract providing rights and
responsibilities nearly identical to
tiiose of conventional marriage. The
few exceptions involved adoption,
joint custody, and artificial insemina
tion. "Registered partners" gained
rights to "deferred community prop
erty" and to a claim for maintenance
following a break-up of the couple.^"

In 2000, the government severed
its official ties to the Lutheran Church

of Sweden. The same year, the
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Swedish government extended the
"registered partnership" option to
foreign nationals residing in Sweden
for at least two years. In 2002, gay
and lesbian couples gained tlie right
to adopt children (although during
the first year of this law's operation,
none had done so). Recent Court de
cisions have also given legal recogni
tion to polygamous marriages among
immigrants from Muslim countries.

Second Thoughts?

Regarding marriage, the sweep of
change in Sweden has been mas

sive. All the same, there are a few
signs of contrary movement, even
second thoughts.

In 2000-02, for example, a curious
case worked its way through the Eu
ropean Court system. "D," a male
Swedish national, took a job in 1996

' A term used in D. Bradley, "Marriage,
Family,Property and Inheritance in
Swedish Law," International and Compar
ative Law Quarterly Z9 (April 1990): 380.

^ MichaelBogdan and EvaRyrstedt, "Mar
riage in Swedish FamilyLaw and Swedish
Conflictsof Law," FamilyLaw Quarterly
29 (Fall 1995): 675-76. •

•' See: Bradley,"Marriage, Family, Property
and Inheritance in SwecUsh Law," pp. 373-
74.

^ M., pp. 373-78.
' Alvaand Gunnar Mj'rdal,Kris i befolhiinjjs-

jra^an (Stockliolm: Bonniers, 1934); and
more broadly: Allan Carlson, TheSwedish
Experimentin FamilyPolitics: The Myrdals
and the Intenvar Population Crisis (New
Brunswick, NJ: Transaction,1990): chap
ters 3-5.

" Yvoime Hirdnian, "The Importance of
Gender in die Swedish Labor Movement,
Or: A Swedish Dilemma." Paper prepared
for tlie Swedish National Institute ofWork
ing Life,2002: 3-5; and Ann-KatrinHatje,
Befolknin^^-djjati ochvdlfarden: debatten
omfamiljepolitik och nativitetsdkninjjunder
1930-och1940-talen (Stockliolm: Allmanna
fbrlaget, 1974).

' Ron Lesthaeghe, "A Century of Demo
graphicand Cultural Change in Western
Europe; An Exploration of Underlying Di

with the European Union (E.U.)
Council of Ministers in Brussels. He

brought with him his "registered
partner" from Sweden, and asked the
E.U. Council to recognize his part
ner as a "spouse" in order to claim a
household allowance. Unexpectedly,
the Council refused to grant the al
lowance, a decision reaffirmed by the
Court ofFirst Instance, die E.U. Ad
vocate General, and finally die Euro
pean Court of Justice. Importantiy,
at each stage, die decision rested on
viewing the European family "on the
basis of a very traditional model of a
(male) breadwinner with a dependent
spouse and children."^'

Ofsimilarnoveit)', some Swedishan
alysts are beginning to suspect that
"cohabitation," long viewed as a form
ofliberation forwomen, mayin feetbe
"a trap." AsUUaBjombergconcludes:
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