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Inside the battle for his money, his children and his legacy
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Buffeted by affairs and ennui, the intact,
two-parent family is under assault;
What America needs to get over its

commitment issues. (Hint: it isn’t love)

BY CAITLIN FLANAGAN
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Around the time of my
parents’ 5oth wedding
anniversary, I turned to
my father at the dinner
table one night and said,
“It’s amazing, Dad—
50 years, and you never
once had an affair. How
do you account for that?”
He replied simply, “I
can’t drive.”

Watching the governor of South Carolina cry like a little girl
because his sexy e-mails got forwarded to his local newspaper,
the State, made me wonder whether the real secret to a lasting
marriage lies in limiting your means of escape. Whether you're
putting the Buick Regal in reverse or hitting sEND on alove note,
you're busting out of your marriage, however temporarily, and
soon enough there will be hell to pay.

During the press conference in which he admitted his affair,
Mark Sanford warbled that he had broken “God’s law,” a sen-
timent that served only to emphasize the narcissism that had
gotten him in trouble. Wrestling with God’s law had apparently
been the subject of many sessions of his Bible-study group, a
seminar that may have spent a little too much time on the Song
of Solomon, given Sanford’s e-mailed encomium of his lover’s
physique: “I1ove the curves of your hips, the erotic beauty of you
holding yourself (or two magnificent parts of yourself) in the fad-
ed glow of night’s light.” Finally a bit of prose that makes uslong
for the clinical precision of the Starr report. Sanford told report-
ers the affair had begun “very innocently,” which reveals that
he still hasn’t been honest with himself about the willfulness
of his actions. When a married man begins a secret, solicitous
correspondence with a beautiful and emotionally needy single
woman, he has already begun to cheat on his wife.

Just a week before, another blue-blazered elected official—
Senator John Ensign of Nevada—was forced to make a similar
confession, although he left God out of it, which must have been
anicebreak for the Almighty. Ensign had done “the worst thing”
in his entire life, he confessed: “I violated the vows of my mar-
riage.” The mood on both occasions was funereal; it might have
been touching to see two such buttoned-up guys welling with
tears if the corpses weren't their political careers.

No other single force
is causing as much
measurable hardship
in this country as the
collapse of marriage

Jenny and Mark Sanford

The one thing both men refused to admit was that, back in
the heyday of these affairs, they must have been having a blast.
These were two middle-aged, conservative Republican men who
had said, To hell with being part of the Cialis generation (midlife
sexuality depicted as an aging husband and wife recliningin...
side-by-side bathtubs? What is the drugmaker worried about—
that randy Pa might jump in Ma's bath and break her hip?). Their
actions were so willful and blatantly self-centered that the two
of them could have credibly fashioned themselves as rebels, pos-
sibly even as heroes, if they could have just stopped crying. They
weren’t a couple of tools stuck in sexless marriages and making
up for it with Internet porn. These guys had embarked on dan-
gerously erotic rampages with real-life, unencumbered women,
women who decidedly weren't ... Jenny and Darlene. The'long-
suffering wives, Fun Busters in Chief.

In the e-mails exchanged between the governor and his girl-
friend, they trip over themselves to praise the other’s virtues. She
was “special and unique,” “glorious”; he was a man of emotional
generosity who “brought happiness and love to my life.” These
two humanitarians were engaged not only in worshipping each
other’shigh-mindednessbut also in destroying another woman’s
home, hobbling her children emotionally and setting her up for
humiliation of a titanic proportion. The squalor and pain that re-
sulted from the Sanford and Ensign midlife crises make manifest
ableak truth that the late writer Leonard Michaels once observed
in his journal: “Adultery is not about sex or romance. Ultimately,
it is about how little we mean to one another.”

AND SO TWO MORE AMERICAN FAMILIES DISCOVER A TRUTH AS
old as marriage: alasting covenant between aman and a woman
can be a vehicle for the nurture and protection of each other, the
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one reliable shelter in an uncaring world—or it can be a match-
less tool for the infliction of suffering on the people you suppos-
edly love above all others, most of all on your children.

In the past 40 years, the face of the American family has
changed profoundly. As sociologist Andrew J. Cherlin observes
in alandmark new book called The Marriage-Go-Round: The State
of Marriage and the Family in America Today, what is significant
about contemporary American families, compared with those
of other nations, is their combination of “frequent marriage, fre-
quent divorce” and the high number of “short-term co-habiting
relationships.” Taken together, these forces “create a great turbu-
lence in American family life, a family flux, a coming and going
of partners on ascale seen nowhere else. There are more partners
in the personal lives of Americans than in the lives of people of
any other Western country.”

An increasingly fragile construct depending less and less on
notions of sacrifice and obligation than on the ephemera of ro-
mance and happiness as defined by and for its adult principals,
the intact, two-parent family remains our cultural ideal, but it
exists under constant assault. It is buffeted by affairs and en-
nui, subject to the eternal American hope for greater happiness,
for changing the hand you dealt yourself. Getting married for
life, having children and raising them with your partner—this
is still the way most Americans are conducting adult life, but
the numbers who are moving in a different direction continue
to rise. Most notably, the Centers for Disease Control and Pre-
vention reported in May that births to unmarried women have
reached an astonishing 39.7%.

How much does this matter? More than words can say. There
is no other single force causing as much measurable hardship
and human misery in this country as the collapse of marriage.
It hurts children, it reduces mothers’ financial security, and it
haslanded with particular devastation on those who can bear it
least: the nation’s underclass.

The Marriage Gap
THE POOR AND THE MIDDLE CLASS ARE VERY DIFFERENT IN THE
ways they have forsaken marriage. The poor are doing it by un-
coupling parenthood from marriage, and the financially secure
are doing it by blasting apart theirunions if the principals aren’t
having fun anymore.

The growing tendency of the poor to have children before
marriage—the vast majority of unmarried women having
babies are undereducated and have low incomes—is a cata-
strophicapproach tolife, asthree Presidents in a row have tried
to convince them. Bill Clinton’s welfare-to-work program en-
couraged marriage, George W. Bush spent millions to promote
marriage, and Barack Obama has spoken powerfully on the
need for men to stay with their children: “We need fathers to
step up, to realize that their job does not end at conception; that
what makes you a man is not the ability to have a child but the
courage to raise one.”

The reason for these appeals to lasting unions is simple: on
every single significant outcome related to short-term well-being

John and Elizabeth Edwards

and long-term success, children from intact, two-parent fami-
lies outperform those from single-parent households. Longevity,
drug abuse, school performance and dropout rates, teen preg-
nancy, criminal behaviorand incarceration—if you can measure
it, a sociologist has; and in all cases, the kids living with both
parents drastically outperform the others.

Few things hamper a child as much as not having a father
at home. “As a feminist, I didn’t want to believe it,” says Maria
Kefalas, a sociologist who studies marriage and family issues
and co-authored a seminal book on low-income mothers called
Promises I Can Keep: Why Poor Women Put Motherhood Before Mar-
riage. “Women always tell me, ‘I can be a mother and a father to
achild,’ butit’snot true.” Growing up without a father hasadeep
psychological effect on a child. “The mom may not need that
man,” Kefalas says, “but her children still do.”

This turns out to be true across the economic spectrum. The
groundbreaking research on the effects of divorce on children
from middle- and upper-income households comes from a sur-
prising source: a Princeton sociologist and single mother named
Sara McLanahan, who decided to study the fates of these children
with the tacit assumption that once you control forincome, being
part of a single-parent household does not adversely affect kids.
The results—which she published in the 1994 book Growing Up
with a Single Parent: What Hurts, What Helps—were surprising.
“Children who grow up in a household with only one biological
parent,” she found, “are worse off, on average, than children who
grow up in a household with both of their biological parents,
regardless of the parents’ race or educational background.”

The consequences for more-affluent kids tend to be far
less devastating than for poor ones; they are less likely to be-
come teenage parents and high school dropouts. But children
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of divorced middle-class parents do less well in school and at
college compared with underprivileged kids from two-parent
households. “There’s a ‘sleeper effect’ to divorce that we are just
beginning to understand,”says David Blankenhorn, president of
the Institute for American Values. It is an effect that pioneering
scholars like McLanahan and Judith Wallerstein have devoted
their careers to studying, revealing truths that many of us may
find uncomfortable. It’s dismissive of the human experience,
says Blankenhorn, to suggest that kids don’t suffer, extraordi-
. narily, from divorce: “Children have a primal need to know who
they are, to love and be loved by the two people whose physical
union brought them here. To lose that connection, that sense of
identity, is to experience a wound that no child-support check
or fancy school can ever heal.”

PutaRingon it

THAT PROMPTS THE QUESTION, DOES THE FATHER HAVE TO
actually be married to the mother of his children to have a posi-
tive effect on them?

“Not if he behaves exactly like a married man,” says Rob-
ert Rector, a senior research fellow of domestic policy at the
Heritage Foundation. Ifa man is willing to contribute 70% of his
income to the child’s upbringing, dedicate himself around the
clock to the child’s well-being and create a stable home life—a
home life that includes his actually living there with mother
and child—he might be able to give his child the boon of fa-
therhood without having to tie the knot. But that rarely hap-
pens. When children are born into a co-habiting, unmarried
relationship, says Rector, “they arrive in a family in which the
principals haven't resolved their most basic issues,” including
those of sexual fidelity and how to share responsibilities. Let a
little stress enter the picture—and what is more stressful than
ababy?—and thingsstart tofall apart. The new motherstarts to
make wifelike demands on the man, and without the commit-
ment of marriage, he is soon out the door.

Poignantly, the one thing that unites the poorand the middle
class in their hopes for family life is the imperishable dream of
being married forever, grabbing hold of the golden ring of last-
ing partnership. The low-income mothers studied by Kefalas
and co-author Kathryn Edin spoke repeatedly of their wish to
get married; they “cherish marriage and hold it to an impos-
sibly high standard,” the authors found, but too often forgo it
as a result. Meanwhile, the middle class has spent the past 2%
decades—during which the divorce culture became a fact of
life—turning weddings into overwrought exercises in con-
sumer spending, as if by just plunking down enough cash for
the flower girls’ dresses and tissue-lined envelopes for the RSVP
cards, we can somehow improve our chance of going the dis-
tance. Think of the touching moments on Inauguration Night,
when at ball after ball, crowds of young people swooned at the
sight of Barack and Michelle Obama dancing together, artlessly
but sincerely and clearly with great affection. They are an im-
mensely appealing couple, and it was a historic night, but what
we saw reflected in the faces of those awed young people—and

Silda and Eliot Spitzer

in the country’sinsatiable appetite for photographs of the First
Family’s private life—was wonder at the sight of amiddle-aged
man and woman still together, still in love,

We want something like that for ourselves; we recognize that
it is something of great worth, but we are increasingly less will-
ing to put in the hard work and personal sacrifice to get there.
The Obamas, forexample, are enjoying their time of family close-
ness after almost two years of enforced separation, an interlude
that would have caused many less committed couplesto turn in
their cards and give up. A lasting marriage is the reward, usually,
of hard work and self-sacrifice.

The Ballad of Jon and Kate

LAST SUMMER, I HAD AN OPPORTUNITY TO FIND OUT HOW MEAN-
ingful the “in sickness and in health” clause of the marriage
vows is when I underwent six rounds of chemotherapy, dur-
ing which my husband treated me with great kindness. I began
strong, makingittothe dinner table every night and puttingupa
brave front for our children. But chemo, she will beat youdown. I
spent the last week on a friend’s bedroom floor, heavily drugged,
mildly nauseated and watching Jon & Kate Plus 8.

Ideal viewing conditions, as it turns out. I grew fond of the
titular characters, in particular Kate, who seemed to stand like
a colossus over their Pennsylvania tract home, constantly cor-
ralling and cajoling her uncountable—and, to the layperson,
indistinguishable—children into doing relatively simple
things, each of which became a hellish exercise in the improb-
able simply because of the logistics. Sixteen little shoes had to
be found and tied before the family could even leave the house.

| That they weren’t a pack of barefoot shut-ins was a testament to

Kate’s indomitable will.
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Lying on the floor, drifting in and out of consciousness, I
would gaze up at her and feel strangely comforted, the way you
doaroundacertain kind of bossy, sexless power mom. The show
approximated family life exactly: it was mostly good-natured
and often boring and centered on the most basic transactions
of daily existence—getting everybody dressed and fed, cleaning
up, keeping quarrels to a simmer, not a boil. Now and then—in
moments that genuinely did seem unscripted—Kate would
wilt, leaning against the kitchen counter with a cup of coffee
and seeming, for the twinkling of an eye, as though she were
allowing herselfto absorb the shock of it all. But then she would
shake it off, plow forward, harass Jon into making himself a
lower-calorie lunch and go back to wiping down the counters
and giving orders.

Even though it was gimmick-filled reality television, there
seemed to be a bit of actual—even profound—truth in it. The
underlying premise was that Jon and Kate Gosselin’s marriage
was an enterprise dedicated not to making themselves happy
but to taking care of the cavalcade of children they had pro-
duced, that they were laboring at something more significant
than their own pleasure.

I got well, I went home, and I pretty much forgot about jon
and Kate until a few weeks ago, when they catapulted to the
forefront of trash culture because they were—according to the
tabloids—separated. I assumed it was a rumor, but it turned out
to be true. Jon had gotten bored with being bossed around by
Kate, he'd had a fling with a 23-year-old teacher, and the couple
had filed for divorce. He still loved the kids, he said—with com-
plete guilelessness, as though loving the kids and doing right by
them were unrelated events: “I have a new chapter in my life. 'm
only 32 years old. I really don't know what’s going to happen.”
And of course, the Gosselins command more attention now that
their union is broken than they did when it was intact.

America’s obsession with high-profile marriage flameouts—
the Gosselins and the Sanfords and the Edwardses—reflects a
collective ambivalence toward the institution: our wish that
we could land ourselves in a lasting union, mixed with our
feeling of vindication, or even relief, when a standard bearer
for the “traditional family” fails to pull it off. This is ultimately
self-defeating. It is time instead to come to terms with both our
unrealistic expectations for a happy marriage and our equally
unrealistic beliefs about the consequences of walking away
from the families we build.

The fundamental question we must ask ourselves at the
beginning of the century is this: What is the purpose of mar-

Our obsession with
high-profile marriage
flameouts reflects a
collective ambivalence
toward the institution

Kate and Jon Gosselin:

riage? Is it—given the game-changing realities of birth control,
female equality and the fact that motherhood outside of mar-
riage is no longer stigmatized—simply an institution that has
the capacity to increase the pleasure of the adults who enter
into it? If so, we might as well hold the wake now: there prob-
ably aren't many people whose idea of 24-hour-a-day good times
consists of being yoked to the same romantic partner, through
bouts of stomach flu and depression, financial setbacks and
emotional upsets, until after many a long decade, one or the
other eventually dies in harness.

Or is marriage an institution that still hews to its old
intention and function—to raise the next generation, to protect
and teach it, to instill in it the habits of conduct and character
that will ensure the generation’s own safe passage into adult-
hood? Think of it this way: the current generation of children,
the one watching commitments between adults snap like dry
twigs and observing parents who simply can’t be bothered to
marry each other and who hence drift in and out of their chil-
dren’s lives—that’s the generation who will be taking care of
us when we are old.

Who is left to ensure that these kids grow up into estimable
people once the Mark Sanfords and other marital frauds and

| casual sadists have jumped ship? The good among us, the ones

who are willing to sacrifice the thrill of a love letter for the bet-

| terment of their children. “His career is not a concern of mine,”

says Jenny Sanford. “He’ll be worrying about that, and I'll be wor-
rying about my family and the character of my children.” What

| we teach about the true meaning of marriage will determine a
| greatdeal about our fate. ]

Flanagan is the author of the forthcoming book Girl Land
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