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I. Introduction

Among those concerned with our country’s future, there is sharp
disagreement over what form of the family is best—for men, women,
children, and society as a whole. this divide finds expression in compet-
ing visions of marriage, sexuality and the family’s place in social life.
Although views run the gamut, the chief positions on these issues may be
characterized as “traditionalist” and “pluralist.”1

traditionalists seek to maintain the institution of marriage as it has con-
ventionally been defined: a life-long, sexually exclusive relationship
between one man and one woman. they regard this relationship as the
preferred setting for bearing and raising children. on this view, the con-
ventional nuclear family—consisting of children residing with their
shared, biological, opposite-sex married parents—should be upheld, in
law and custom, as the ideal model to which most people should aspire.

the pluralist camp, in contrast, is committed to a wider diversity of
family types. Individuals should be free to construct families as they see
fit, and established structures should be neither idealized nor favored. In
the words of a leading proponent of pluralism, Judith Stacey, there are
“few limits on the kinds of marriage and kinship patterns people might
wish to devise.”2 For pluralists, “[t]he meaning and quality of intimate
bonds” are far more important than “their customary forms.” on this
approach, marriage is just one option among many—one setting in which
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citizens can choose to establish relationships, bear children, and live their
lives. Pluralists see no reason to preserve marriage as conventionally
defined. many see no problem in dispensing with marriage altogether.

A powerful assumption within this camp is that happiness, welfare, and
wide-ranging freedom of choice can coexist in the realm of family life. on
this view, established family forms are no better than others and there is
nothing intrinsic to particular kinds of families that is more conducive to
the well-being of adults and children. In the right circumstances, a variety
of family types can function equally well. the effort to foster a broader
range of possibilities has been directed, in particular, at expanding options
for personal relationships between men and women beyond the form that
has traditionally been identified as the most desirable for such relation-
ships—which is marriage. this effort has been identified with what david
Blankenhorn, in his recent book The Future of Marriage,3 terms deinstitu-
tionalization—the effort to demote marriage from its place as the central
paradigm for male-female relations and for raising children.4

Is this pluralist vision a blueprint for the future? In fact, that future has
already arrived. A grand experiment in living is now underway in our
society and the deinstitutionalization of marriage is proceeding apace.
however, not all sectors of society have participated equally in the exper-
iment. Among some groups, conventional marriage and the traditional
nuclear family are as strong as ever. In others, they have declined or
virtually disappeared.

A picture has now emerged of a growing divergence in family life by
social class, income, education, and race. Professional demographers have
known about these trends for some time, and awareness has increased
among social scientists generally. Sara mcLanahan, as president of the
Population Association of America, called attention to these develop-
ments in a landmark article in demography in 2004.5 much work in the
social sciences literature is now addressed to documenting these patterns,
with efforts directed at understanding the causes as well as exploring the

3. dAvId BLAnkenhoRn, the FUtURe oF mARRIAge (2007).
4. For a classic statement of the pluralist, or diversity, model of the family see the
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implications of emerging family structure disparities along lines of class
and race.6 Legal scholars, in contrast, have paid relatively little attention
to these developments, and few have probed the implications for family
law and policy.7

the segmentation of family forms by class and race is the product of
three interrelated trends. the first is a differential shift in the patterns of
marriage, including its timing and prevalence. the second concerns the
incidence of divorce and remarriage. the third bears on patterns of child-
bearing and child rearing, which determine whether children are born
within marriage or outside it, and are raised by both their biological par-
ents, by a single parent, or by some other combination of adults.

the changes in behavior related to marriage and procreation converge
to produce a complex landscape. the selective weakening of customary
forms and practices has generated new permutations, with the rise of novel
combinations and relationships. the number of single-parent families,
whether formed through divorce or extramarital childbearing, has
increased sharply and is on the rise. many more children are now growing
up in fatherless homes. Blended families—that is, families in which only
one adult in the home is biologically related to the child—are also more
commonplace. Likewise, there has been a surge in multipartnered fertility,
by which individuals produce children—either inside or outside of mar-
riage —with more than one partner.

these patterns now vary dramatically by sociodemographic status, and
the differences are growing. despite misconceptions to the contrary,
affluent and well-educated whites—society’s most privileged group—still
marry at very high rates and bear children predominantly within mar-
riage.� Although the incidence of divorce increased across the board start-
ing in the 1960s, marriages among the affluent and educated have always
been more stable, and divorce has dramatically declined among this group
recently. Family “diversity”—and disarray—are now most common
among minorities. the traditional family is also declining among less edu-
cated whites, including those without a college degree. As summarized
recently in a review of family demographics by two economists, “the fam-

6. See, e.g., Lynn White & Stacy J. Rogers, Economic Circumstances and Family
Outcomes: A Review of the 1990s, 62 J. mARRIAge & FAm. 1035, 1040 (2000); david t.
ellwood & christopher Jencks, The Spread of Single Parent Families in the United States Since
1960, in the FUtURe oF the FAmILy, 25–65 (daniel P. moynihan, timothy m. Smeeding & Lee
Rainwater eds., 2004); Shelly Lundberg & Robert Pollak, The American Family and Family
Economics, 21 J. econ. PeRSPectIveS 3 (2007).

7. one notable exception is marsha garrison. See marsha garrison, Reviving Marriage:
Should We? Could We? 1, 6 (Brooklyn Law School Legal Studies Research Papers Working
Paper Series, Research Paper no. 43 2005).

�. mcLanahan, supra note 5; Lundberg & Pollak, supra note 6.
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ily trajectories of college graduates have deviated little from the family
trajectories of midcentury: almost all children are born within legal mar-
riages, and these marriages are relatively stable. nonmarital fertility and
multipartnered fertility is concentrated among women in the bottom third
of the income/education distribution, and the marriages that do take place
are relatively early and relatively unstable.”9

this essay addresses the class and race dimensions of this new family
diversity. In attempting to understand the emerging trends and investigate
their implications, it poses these questions: What is the current distribu-
tion of family structure, including patterns of marriage, divorce, child-
bearing, and child rearing? Specifically, what is the prevalence of the tra-
ditional nuclear family as opposed to alternative forms, such as single par-
ent and fatherless families, across different sociodemographic groups?
Second, why should we care about the distribution of family structure?
more specifically, how and to what extent might these trends contribute to
racial and economic inequality within American society today? What are
the possible explanations for the emergence of these patterns? Finally,
what, if anything, should and can be done about them?

II. Marriage

marriage has long been the foundation for family and child rearing in
the United States. Until recently, in all social classes, “[f]amilies headed
by a couple in their first marriage. . . have [ ] been the dominant family
form.”10 For example, “more than [ninety] percent of the women in every
birth cohort on record (records extend back to the mid-1�00s) have even-
tually married.”11 nonetheless, new patterns—called by some demogra-
phers the “second transition”—began to emerge “around 1960.”12 one
important element of this transition was a change in marital behavior. Age
of marriage began to climb for both men and women, and there was a slow
but steady decrease in the number of people entering into marriage in all
sociodemographic groups.

these overall patterns, however, mask profound differences by race
and class—differences that have intensified recently. the relationship of
marriage to class has shifted over time. For example, “[h]alf a century
ago, Americans, whether poor or well-to-do, all married at roughly the

9. Lundberg & Pollak, supra note 6, at �.
10. AndReW J. cheRLIn, mARRIAge, dIvoRce, RemARRIAge 70 (rev. ed. 1992) (19�3).
11. Id. at 10. In addition, “[t]hroughout the twentieth century, about nine out of ten

Americans eventually married, although in some eras people tended to marry earlier than in oth-
ers. those who married earliest were the men and women who were born in the depression and
the war years.” Id. at 9.

12. mcLanahan, supra note 5.
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same rate.”13 this uniformity, with some minor variations, continued
through this century and into the post-World-War-II period. By the mid-
19�0s, however, marriage rates began to diverge, with poor women only
about three-quarters as likely to marry as more privileged women by the
end of that decade. the decline in marriage among the disadvantaged has
continued, with poor men and women in 2005 “only about half as likely
to be married as those with incomes at three or more times the poverty
level.”14

the precipitous decline in marriage among those with less education
and income contrasts with a stabilization, followed by an increase, in mar-
riage rates for women with more education. Although, for many decades,
women with a college degree were somewhat less likely to marry than
those with only a high-school education or some college, women with a
bachelor’s or graduate degree surpassed all other groups in the 1990s and
are now more likely to marry than those with less education.15 economic
status and education have long correlated with marriage rates for men,
with higher-earning and better-educated men more likely to marry. As
with women, class differences for men have also widened since the early
19�0s, with affluent, well-educated men (those with a college degree or
more) marrying at steadily higher rates than men with less education and
lower income.16

marital patterns have also diverged by race, with long-standing differ-
ences becoming more pronounced recently despite the decline in marriage
among all groups. Because the well-being of blacks is of great national
concern, black family structure has always received attention. the accel-
eration of family fragmentation has caused that attention to intensify.
over the past fifty years, marriage rates have declined precipitously
among blacks, with the percentage of adults married, or ever married, now
by far the lowest among major American groups.17 For example, sixty
percent of black women twenty-five to twenty-nine years old were

13. kathryn edin & Joanna m. Reed, Why Don’t They Just Get Married? Barriers to
Marriage Among the Disadvantaged in 15 the FUtURe oF chILdRen 117, 11� (Fall 2005).

14. Id.
15. garrison, supra note 7; see also Lundberg & Pollak, supra note 6, at 10–11;

mcLanahan, Diverging Destinies, supra note 5, at 612; diane k. mcLaughlin & daniel t.
Lichter, Poverty and the Marital Behavior of Young Women, 59 J. mARRIAge & FAm. 5�2, 591
(1997) (“completing high school and completing college increased the probability of marriage
by 1.5 and 1.7 times, respectively, compared with women who had not completed high
school.”). Id. at 5�9 (“[P]oor women were about 72% as likely to marry in a given year as
women who were not poor.”).

16. See Lundberg & Pollak, supra note 6, at 10–11; White & Rogers, supra note 6, at 1041;
timothy J. nelson, Low-Income Fathers, 30 Ann. Rev. Soc. 427, 436 (2004).

17. Joy Jones, Marriage Is for White People, WASh. PoSt, mar. 26, 2006, at B1:
the marriage rate for African Americans has been dropping since the 1960s, and today [African
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married in 1960, but only thirty-two percent in the mid-19�0s. In contrast,
the percentage of white women of the same age who were married went
from �3% to 62% during this period. Similar trends have also been
observed among black men, with this population achieving markedly
lower rates of marriage than men in other major American groups.1� these
disparities are observed even among men with similar levels of education
and income.19

III. Divorce

class and race have become more strongly correlated not just with the
incidence of marriage but also with its persistence. In short, class now pre-
dicts marital stability, with more educated persons enjoying longer-lasting
relationships.

the correlation between high levels of education and marital longevity
has not always been so strong. the incidence of divorce increased gener-
ally after World War II, with women at all levels of education ending their
marriages in the 1960s and 1970s at about the same rate.20 Beginning
around 19�0, however, the incidence of divorce began to diverge. the
divorce rate for women without an undergraduate college degree has
remained about the same, which is about thirty-five percent. “But for col-
lege graduates, the divorce rate in the first [ten] years of marriage has
plummeted to just over 16[%] of those married between 1990 and 1994
from 27[%] of those married between 1975 and 1979.”21 divorce risk has

Americans] have the lowest marriage rate of any racial group in the United States. In 2001, accord-
ing to the U.S. census, 43.3 percent of black men and 41.9 percent of black women in America had
never been married, in contrast to 27.4 percent and 20.7 percent respectively for whites.

See also R. kelly Raley, Recent Trends and Differentials in Marriage and Cohabitation: The
United States, in the tIeS thAt BInd: PeRSPectIveS on mARRIAge And cohABItAtIon,19, 23
(Linda J. Waite et al. eds., 2000) (“Since the 1950s, black women’s marriage rates have
declined much more steeply than white women’s.”); Robert d. mare & christopher Winship,
Socioeconomic Change and the Decline of Marriage for Blacks and Whites, in the URBAn

UndeRcLASS 175, 175 (christopher Jencks & Paul e. Peterson eds., 1991); david t. ellwood
& Jonathan crane, Family Change Among Black Americans: What Do We Know?, 4 J. econ.
PeRSPectIveS 65, 6�–69 (1990).

1�. See Jones, supra note 17, at B1.
19. ellwood & crane, supra note 17.
20. dan hurley, Divorce Rate: It’s Not as High As You Think, n.y. tImeS, Apr. 19, 2005,

at F7:
As overall divorce rates shot up from the early 1960’s through the late 1970’s, . . . the divorce rate
for women with college degrees and those without moved lockstep, with graduates consistently hav-
ing about one-third to one-fourth the divorce rate of nongraduates.

ellwood & Jencks, supra note 6, at 13 (“. . .the percentage of previously married mothers who
were divorced also rose for every education group between the early 1960s and the early
19�0s.”).

21. See hurley, supra note 20 (summarizing data from various researchers in the field).
hurley also notes that, because most divorces occur within the first ten years of marriage, “the
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become more sensitive to men’s education level as well, with more years
of schooling now significantly reducing the odds of divorce.22 Although
better-educated men and women tend to marry later, their reduced divorce
risk is only partly explained by the positive association between later mar-
riage and marital stability. 23

Just as with other demographic trends in marriage and the family over
the last fifty years, divorce rates have diverged by race and ethnicity.
Blacks have always divorced more often than whites, but blacks have seen
a steeper increase since the mid-19�0s.24 As demographers megan
Sweeney and Julie Philips observe, “ . . . divorce rates for white women
continued to increase during the late 1970s, reaching a peak in 1969, and
then stabilized (and even declined somewhat) during the 19�0s.”25 In con-
trast, “[b]eginning in the mid to late 19�0s . . . crude divorce rates for
blacks appear to drift upward . . . Indeed the smoothed divorce rate among
white women was 9% lower than that of black women in 19�0, but by
1993, this difference had expanded to 29%.”26 Although the decline in
black marriage rates in recent decades would be expected to decrease the
risk of divorce as the population entering into marriage became more
selective, in fact the trend has been in the opposite direction. Large dif-
ferences in the divorce rates of blacks and whites have persisted through
the 1990s and into this decade.27

divorce rate for college graduates who married between 1990 and 1994 would end up at only
about 25 percent, compared to well over 50 percent for those without a four-year college
degree.” For a summary of statistics on divorce and social class, see especially Steven P. martin,
Trends in Marital Dissolution by Women’s Education in the United States, 15 demogRAPhIc

ReSeARch 537–60 (2006). In summarizing martin’s findings, Sarah mcLanahan explains that
[I]n his examination of divorce rates for marriage cohorts of college-educated and non-college-edu-
cated women, [Steve] martin found that divorce rates increased for both groups (although slightly
more for less-well-educated women) from the early 1960s through the late 1970s. After 19�0, how-
ever, the trends diverged, with divorce rates falling among college-educated women and continuing
to rise among less well-educated women.

mcLanahan, Diverging Destinies, supra note 5, at 612.
22. White & Rogers, supra note 6, at 1043.
23. See martin, supra note 21 (noting a significant socio-educational disparity in divorce

even when controlling for age of marriage).
24. megan m. Sweeney & Julie A. Phillips, Understanding Racial Differences in Marital

Disruption: Recent Trends and Explanations, 66 J. mARRIAge & FAm. 639, 643 (2004).
25. Id.
26. Id. (noting that “[o]ur results suggest that the increases in rates of marital disruption

since the mid-1970s have been steeper among blacks than among Whites. Although the disrup-
tion rate appeared to level off for Whites in the post-19�0 period, it began to rise for blacks
beginning in the mid-19�0s.”).

27. See ellwood & Jencks, supra note 6, at 42.
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IV. Childbearing

In the past fifty years, more frequent decoupling of marriage and child-
bearing has marked women’s reproductive behavior. Since the mid-1970s
(when fertility in the United States reached an all-time low), birth rates—
as measured by the number of children born to woman of childbearing
age—have modestly increased overall. At the same time, however, the
number of children born to unmarried mothers has soared. “collectively,
these trends yield a particularly striking increase in the ratio of unmarried
births to total births”2� In the early 1950s, “only about 4% of children were
born outside marriage”29 and many of the mothers married immediately
following these births.30 In contrast, more than one third of all births were
to unmarried mothers by the end of the twentieth century, with the most
recent data putting the figure at 36%.31 Although extramarital childbearing
increased in all classes,32 the incidence diverged widely by mother’s edu-
cation and economic status, with the proportion of children born outside of
marriage significantly greater for mothers with less education and lower
family income. the most important behavioral divide that has emerged is
between women with a college degree or more, and everyone else. As
ellwood and Jencks note, the significant increase in extramarital child-
bearing “is not confined to the least educated. Quite the contrary. the
increase has been about as steep among women with twelve to fifteen years
of school as among those with less. only college graduates seem largely

2�. Joanna gray et al., The Rising Share of Nonmarital Births: Fertility Choice or Marriage
Behavior? 43 demogRAPhy 241, 241 (2006). Likewise, although teen pregnancy and childbirth
rates (births per 1,000 adolescent females) have dropped in the past fifteen years, those trends
reflect declining fertility rates generally. In contrast with the situation at midcentury, however,
most births to women under age 20 take place outside marriage. the extramarital birthrate has
continued its steady rise among all women of childbearing age. See Positive Trends Recorded
in U.S. Data on Teenagers, n.y. tImeS, July 13, 2007.

29. Andrew J. cherlin, The Deinstitutionalization of Marriage, 66 J. mARRIAge & FAm.
�4�, �52 (2004).

30. See david t. ellwood & christopher Jencks, The Uneven Spread of Single-Parent
Families: What Do We Know? Where Do We Look for Answers? in SocIAL IneQUALIty 3-77
(kathryn m. neckerman ed.; ellwood & Jencks, supra note 6, at 24–65.

31. mcLanahan, Diverging Destinies, supra note 5, at 611. See also Leah Ward Sears, A
Case for Strengthening Marriage, WASh. PoSt, oct. 30, 2006, A17 (citing center for disease
control and Prevention data showing that “almost 36[%] of all births are [now] the result of
unmarried childbearing, the highest percentage ever recorded.”).

32. mAggIe gALLAgheR, the ABoLItIon oF mARRIAge: hoW We deStRoy LAStIng Love

�5 (1996). gallagher states that “[b]etween 19�2 and 1992 the proportion of single women with
some college education who bore out-of-wedlock children more than doubled, from 5.5 to
11.3[%].” By way of contrast she notes that, despite their low rates of extramarital childbear-
ing relative to other sociodemographic groups, “college-educated women today are more like-
ly to become unwed mothers than women as a whole were in 1960. they are even more likely
to approve of other women doing so.”
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exempt.”33 As a consequence of this “exemption,” the percentage of chil-
dren born to the most educated segment of the female population (those
with a four-year college degree or postgraduate education) has remained in
the single digits, the lowest the incidence for white women in this group.
In contrast, for women with a high-school degree or less, out-of-wedlock
birth rates have soared and now exceed 40%.34

Although extramarital childbearing among blacks also varies by educa-
tion and income, births outside marriage are far more common among
black than white women at all levels of education and income. Because
white, female college graduates so rarely have children outside of mar-
riage, the disparity is particularly striking for well-educated black women,
with the percentage of black, female college graduates giving birth out of
wedlock almost 20% higher than for non-hispanic caucasian women of
the same educational class.35 Although extramarital childbearing rates for
blacks at all socioeconomic levels exceed that for other racial groups, the
rate of increase in extramarital births is now greatest among hispanic
women. At the current juncture, “[f]orty-five percent of all hispanic births
occur outside of marriage, compared with 24 percent for whites and 15 per-
cent for Asians. only the percentage for blacks—6� percent—is higher.”36

Finally, demographers have documented a rise in so-called multipart-
nered fertility—that is, the pattern of men fathering children (often extra-
maritally) by more than one woman, with a corresponding increase in
women bearing children outside of marriage by more than one man.37

once again, the evidence suggests significant variation by race and social
class, with multipartnered fertility far more common among persons with
less education and income, and also more prevalent among blacks.3�

33. ellwood & Jencks, supra note 6, at 10.
34. See mcLanahan, Diverging Destinies, supra note 5, at 612; White & Rogers, supra note

6, at 1047; edin & Reed, supra note 13, at 11�.
35. gALLAgheR, supra note 32, at 119 (noting that “[o]ver the past twenty years . . . the ille-

gitimacy rate among black female high school dropouts has roughly doubled. Among black
female college graduates, the illegitimacy rate has tripled.”).

36. heather macdonald, Surge in Birth Rate Among Unwed Hispanics Creating New U.S.
Underclass, dALLAS moRnIng neWS, Jan. 21, 2007 at 1.

37. See, e.g., cassandra Logan et al., Men Who Father Children with More Than One
Woman: A Contemporary Portrait of Multiple Partner Fertility, chILdtRendS PUBLIcAtIon

#2006-10, 2006. See also maria cancian & daniel R. meyer, The Economic Circumstances of
Fathers with Children on W-2, FocUS 22, 19, 21–23 (Sum. 2002).; the Fragile Families
Research Brief, June 2002, no. �, available at http://crcw.princeton.edu/briefs/ research-
brief�.pdf (Aug. �, 2006).; Ronald B. mincy, Who Should Marry Whom?: Multiple Partner
Fertility Among New Parents, center for Research on child Wellbeing Working Paper #02-03-
FF, Feb. 2002, 1, 14 available at http://crcw.princeton.edu/workingpapers/WP02-03-FF-
mincy.pdf (accessed Aug. �, 2006); karen B. guzzo & Frank F. Furstenberg, Jr., Multipart-
nered Fertility Among American Men, 44 demogRAPhy 5�3–601 (Aug. 2007).

3�. See Logan, supra note 37 (finding that black men in her sample of low-income males
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V. Child rearing

What are the implications of these patterns of marriage, divorce, and
reproduction for the setting in which children grow up? overall, many
fewer children are being reared in traditional nuclear families, defined as
those consisting of two married parents and their shared biological chil-
dren. more children are growing up in single-parent households and in a
range of blended-family types—that is, those that include only one of the
child’s biological parents (usually the mother) and an adult (usually male)
biologically unrelated to the child. once again, the incidence of children
raised in traditional nuclear families, as compared to alternative-family
types, varies widely by social class. By 2002, nearly half of all children
with less educated mothers (those with four or fewer years of high school)
were living without their biological fathers,39 either with their single
mother, or with their mother and an unrelated male adult. many were also
residing with half-siblings or with children to whom they were biologi-
cally unrelated.

In contrast, fatherless or blended households are much less common for
women who have completed four years of college or more, and those
women are also more likely to be married to the father of their children.40

this means that children of well-educated mothers more often grow up
with a man present, and that man is usually the biological father. Indeed,
“virtually all—92%—of children whose parents make over $75,000 per
year are living with both [biological] parents.”41 Because marriage rates
are high within this group, the children’s parents tend to be married to
each other.

not surprisingly, there are also marked differences in children’s living
situation by race. Quite simply, fatherless households are the norm among
blacks and are common at all education levels within that group. As
harknett and mcLanahan observe, “[b]ecause African-Americans have
higher rates of nonmarital childbearing and divorce than the general pop-
ulation, African-American children spend substantially more time in sin-

were twice as likely as white men to have children by more than one woman). See also guzzo
& Furstenberg, supra note 37 (finding relatively high rates of multipartnered fertility for low
income and black men); Baby Fathers and American Family Formation: Low-Income, Never
Married Parents in Louisiana before Katrina, Ronald mincy and hillard Pouncy, eds., An
Essay in the FUtURe oF the BLAck FAmILy series, center for marriage and Families at the
Institute for American values (2007) (showing a high incidence of multi-partnered fertility in a
Louisiana sample of poor parents that is more than �0% black).

39. See, e.g., ellwood & Jencks, supra note 6, at 37. See also mcLanahan, Diverging
Destinies, supra note 5, at 612; ellwood & Jencks, supra note 30, at 14.

40. ellwood & Jencks, supra note 30, at 13–14.
41. kAy hymoWItZ, mARRIAge And cASte In AmeRIcA 22 (2006).
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gle-parent households than white or hispanic children.”42 Indeed, “black
children are eight times more likely than white children to live with an
unwed mother.”43 For black children under age six, “the most common
arrangement—applying to 42 percent. . . —was to live with a never-mar-
ried mother.”44 Another consequence of low marriage rates and high
divorce rates among blacks is that more black than white children live in
blended families. As a result, more black children are raised in households
with an unrelated adult male.

VI. Why Do We Care?
Why should class and race disparities in family structure and repro-

ductive behavior elicit concern? these patterns have important conse-
quences because family structure is linked to the well-being of both adults
and children. A growing body of research shows that children who grow
up with single or unmarried parents are less well off on many measures.
this is partly because single-parent families having fewer resources. Just
as marriage brings financial benefits to both parties, it also alleviates eco-
nomic hardship for children.45 not surprisingly, poverty rates for children
of never-married mothers are substantially higher than for children of
divorced mothers or from intact families.46 In recent decades, poverty has
increasingly become concentrated in the growing number of households
maintained by unmarried mothers.47 the poverty rates for individuals liv-
ing in married two-parent households is about seven percent, but
“[a]mong individuals in families with an unmarried head and children
present (five-sixths of whom are female unmarried heads), the poverty rate
[is] 40.3 percent.”4� the problem is especially acute for black children. A

42. kristen harknett & Sara S. mcLanahan, Racial and Ethnic Differences in Marriage
After the Birth of a Child, 69 Am. Soc. Rev. 790, 790 (2004).

43. gALLAgheR, supra note 32, at 117.
44. Id.
45. See, e.g., Robert I. Lerman, How Do Marriage, Cohabitation, and Single Parenthood

Affect the Material Hardships of Families with Children? 9–10 (Urban Institute and American
University, July 2002) (Lerman 2002a).

46. Zenchao Qian et al., Out-of-Wedlock Childbearing, Marital Prospects and Mate
Selection �4 Soc. FoRceS 473, 4�7 (2005).

47. cheRLIn, supra note 10, at 91. Indeed,
[t]he child born outside of marriage is thirty times more likely to live in persistent poverty than is

the child whose parents got married and stayed married. Sixty percent of children whose mothers
never married will be poor for most of their childhoods, compared to just 2 percent of children whose
parents got married and stay married.

gALLAgheR, supra note 32, at 32. Similarly, ellwood & crane state that
…even among single-parent families, those headed by never-married mothers (as opposed to women
who were previously married) are the most disadvantaged. never-married mothers have far longer
welfare stays than other women, even after controlling for race, education, and work experience.

ellwood & crane, supra note 17, at 70.
4�. hilary hoynes et al, Poverty in America: Trends and Explanations, 20, J. econ.
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recent survey reveals that, regardless of race, nearly sixty percent of chil-
dren under age six in mother-headed families were in poverty.49 Indeed, it
has been estimated that the failure of the child poverty rate to decline
between 1967 and 2003, despite significant increases in female labor-force
participation, can be traced to the dramatic growth in extramarital births
and fatherless families.50 child support has not alleviated this situation, as
it is not always available, is difficult to collect, and is rarely sufficient to
make up for the father’s absence.51

Although its economic effects are not as severe as for extramarital
births, divorce also undermines the well-being of children. While women’s
standard of living often declines after a marriage dissolves, men’s usually
gains.52 Since most children live with their mothers after divorce, women’s
economic difficulties translate into more financial stress and fewer eco-
nomic resources available to others in the household. Finally, living with
married parents is advantageous not just because a father’s presence in the
home is an important hedge against poverty, but also because marriage
boosts men’s earnings.53 thus, children who live with their married bio-
logical parents will tend to have more resources available to finance their
upbringing.

economic deprivation is not the only negative consequence of living
with a single parent. noneconomic factors are also critical. children living
apart from their fathers enjoy less parental attention and personal invest-
ment in their upbringing. they suffer more disorder and uncertainty in

PeRSPectIveS, 47–6�, at 49 (2006).
49. White & Rogers, supra note 6, at 1036. See also id. at 103�:
the link between family structure and family income grew during the 1990s. . . . Until relatively
recently, the economic advantage of married-couple families stemmed from their having access to
male earnings, which were much higher than female earnings. during the 19�0s and continuing
through the 1990s, however, their advantage was increasingly due to the presence of two earners.
50. hoynes et al, supra note 4�, at 49.
51. According to the most recent data, about 74% of nonresidential fathers do not pay child

support at all, and low-income fathers are particularly unlikely to pay. nelson, supra note 16,
at 439–40. See, e.g., cheRLIn, supra note 10.

52. See id at 73:
In the Panel Study of Income dynamics (PSId), a national study of families who were interviewed
annually beginning in 196�, separated and divorced women suffered an average drop of about 30
percent in their standard of living in the year following a marital break-up. men, in contrast, experi-
enced a rise of 10 to 15[%] because they no longer fully supported their wives and children.
53. See Avner Ahituv & Robert I. Lerman, How Do Marital Status, Work Effort, and Wage

Rates Interact? 44 demogRAPhy 623–47 (2007) (analyzing data from a the national
Longitudinal Survey of youth, a large demographic sample, to conclude that “being married
and having high earnings reinforce each other over time”). See also Sanders korenman & david
neumark, Does Marriage Really Make Men More Productive, 26 J. hUmAn ReS. 2�2–307
(1990). As korenman and neumark show, married men’s higher average earnings is not just a
matter of a “selection” effect—that is, of the greater propensity of men with desirable attributes
and earning power to marry. Rather, marriage actually induces men to earn more.
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family life and relationships. the absence of consistent male guidance
is thought to contribute to the difficulties experienced by children from
single-mother homes.54

Both economic and noneconomic deprivations take their toll. Social
scientists have documented that children from nontraditional families
have an enhanced risk of problems with life-long repercussions.55

children growing up with one parent are significantly more likely to drop
out of school and have an out-of-wedlock child themselves.56 they also
have “lower educational attainment, poorer mental health, and more fam-
ily instability when they grow up.”57 Recent research reveals that children
raised in blended or stepparent families experience similar types of prob-
lems. In addition to having lower educational achievement and complet-
ing fewer years of schooling, these children experience relatively more
behavioral and psychological problems throughout life and have less sta-
ble adult relationships.5� Indeed, children from blended families fare no
better than children raised by single or divorced parents.59 Although, as
with single-parent families, this is partly due to blended families’ lower
average socioeconomic status, significant adverse effects are also
observed even when families are matched for available income and
parental education.

In sum, data from a variety of studies now strongly suggests that chil-
dren growing up in settings other than traditional families are at a disad-
vantage.60 Being raised by one’s married biological parents does indeed
appear to produce superior outcomes. thus, a picture has gradually

54. See kristin Anderson moore et al., Marriage from a Child’s Perspective: How Does
Family Structure Affect Children and What Can We Do About It?, child trends Research Brief
(June 2002).

55. Id.
56. ellwood & crane, supra note 17, at 70 (“this result reflects both an impact due to

reduced income and a separate component attributed to family structure itself.”).
57. mcLanahan, Diverging Destinies, supra note 5, at 611. there is also a documented rela-

tionship between family structure and employment, at least in young black men. See ellwood
& crane, supra note 17, at 70.

5�. See moore et al., supra note 54; Wendy Sigle-Rushton & Sara mcLanahan, Father
Absence and Child Well-Being: A Critical Review, in the FUtURe oF the FAmILy, 116–55
(2004); ABIgAIL theRnStRom & StePhen theRnStRom, no eXcUSeS: cLoSIng the RAcIAL

gAP In LeARnIng, 132 (2003); mcLanahan, Diverging Destinies, supra note 5, at 627.
59. See discussion of blended families, infra. See also kAthRyn edIn & mARIA keFALAS,

PRomISeS I cAn keeP: Why PooR Women PUt motheRhood BeFoRe mARRIAge, 215 (2005)
(noting that “living apart from either biological parent at any point during childhood is what
seems to hurt children.” (emphasis in original)). See also donna k. ginther & Robert A. Pollak,
Family Structure and Children’s Educational Outcomes: Blended Families, Stylized Facts, and
Descriptive Regressions, 41 demogRAPhy 671, 696 (2004); Sandra hofferth, Residential
Father Family Type and Child Well-Being: Investment Versus Selection, 43 demogRAPhy 53,
77 (2006).

60. mcLanahan, Diverging Destinies, supra note 5, at 627.
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emerged from the social science literature of the traditional family as the
“gold standard”—the most desirable setting for raising children. A
research brief by Child Trends sums up the scholarly consensus:

[R]esearch clearly demonstrates that family structure matters for children, and
the family structure that helps them most is a family headed by two biological
parents in a low conflict marriage. children in single parent families, children
born to unmarried mothers, and children in step-families or cohabiting
relationships face higher risks of poor outcomes.61

the relative paucity of “gold standard” families among blacks and peo-
ple with less education and income has important implications for the
future distribution of resources and well-being in our society. economic
inequality in the United States has recently become more pronounced.
this trend has generated growing attention and concern, with economists
and others attempting to identify the causes and cures for accelerating
economic disparities.62 Such factors as globalization of capital and labor,
the decline of labor unions, growing returns to skill and education, and
higher costs for basics like housing, education, and health care, are all
thought to contribute to these patterns. In the myriad articles bemoaning
and exploring the potential causes of rising inequality, relatively little
stress is placed on family structure. yet that factor clearly contributes to
socioeconomic polarization and continues to grow in importance.

the family has remained strong for the most educated segment of the
population, especially among whites. Assortative mating—with individu-
als marrying others with similar levels of education and potential earning
power—further enhances the fortunes of the most privileged group. In
contrast, black families and those with less education infrequently reap
the benefits of two incomes. In addition, personal attention from parents
is thought by many developmental experts to be a potent source of human
capital.63 Sustained parental oversight and the consistent investment of

61. moore et al., supra note 54, at 6. See also Amy L. Wax, Traditionalism, Pluralism, and
Same-Sex Marriage, 59 RUtgeRS L. Rev. 377, 402–12. (2007).

62. See, e.g., Joel kotkin & david Friedman, Rebuilding the Middle Class, L.A. tImeS,
dec. 3, 2006, at m6; thomas Lemieux, Increasing Residual Wage Inequality: Composition
Effects, Noisy Data, or Rising Demand for Skill?, 96 Am. econ. Rev. 461 (2006); thomas
Piketty & emmanuel Saez, The Evolution of Top Incomes: A Historical and International
Perspective, (nat’l Bureau of econ. Research, Working Paper no. 11955, 2006); Arloc
Sherman & Aviva Aron-dine, New CBO Data Show Income Inequality Continues to Widen:
After-Tax-Income for Top 1 Percent Rose by $146,000 in 2004, center on Budget and Policy
Priorities, Jan. 23, 2007, http://www.cbpp.org/1-23-07inc.htm. See also Robert Frank, Falling
Behind: How Inequality Harms the Middle Class (2007) (documenting growing economic
inequality in the United States).

63. For controversy on the degree to which parenting matters, however, see Amy L. Wax,
Unique, Like Everyone Else, 13� PoL’y Rev. (Aug./Sept. 2006).
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parents’ time and effort are believed critical to the development of
productive citizens. If children with educated parents or from economi-
cally well-off groups more often grow up in families that perform these
functions well, existing inequalities will grow.

given current demographic realities, children from less-affluent
families will tend to receive less parental attention and private support.
given very high overall extramarital birth rates, the same is true for black
children at all levels of income. In particular, the absence of fathers
significantly reduces the amount of adult investment in children’s develop-
ment. Unmarried and divorced fathers usually do not reside with their
children. Fathers who live in separate households or are not married to their
children’s mother are less firmly attached to their offspring, with many
contributing to their children’s welfare only occasionally or intermittently.
A far larger number of poor, nonwhite, and less-educated fathers are absent
or unmarried, so their children are frequently shortchanged.

yet another way in which class divides in family structure and repro-
ductive patterns exert a potentially detrimental influence on children’s
upbringing is by selectively weakening neighborhoods and communities.
Residential segregation by race and class means that fatherless and single-
parent families will tend to cluster together geographically, with tradi-
tional two-parent families in relatively short supply. A paucity of respon-
sible, married fathers undermines the supervision and proper socialization
of children. the balance of married and unmarried men also has implica-
tions for the incidence of antisocial behavior. Single adult males create a
potentially disruptive presence because they are more likely to engage in
criminal activities or to be unemployed.64 crime and male idleness make
neighborhoods unsafe, put stress on family life, and undermine men’s
ability to contribute to their children’s upbringing, both personally and
financially. the benefits of a strong marriage culture thus “radiate outward
into the commonweal.”65

In sum, disparities in father absence between well-off children and the
less privileged have widened in recent decades and are growing. the gaps
in family structure between blacks and whites, especially among educat-
ed families, are also pronounced. class and race differences in family type
affect individual children and the wider community. these disparities

64. Robert W. Sampson, Stephen W. Roudenbush & Felton earls, Neighborhoods and
Violent Crime: A Multilevel Study of Collective Efficacy, 277 ScIence 91�, 924 (Aug. 15, 1997);
John Laub & Robert Sampson, Shared Beginnings, Divergent Lives (2003); Robert Sampson et
al., Does Marriage Reduce Crime? A Counterfactual Approach to Within-Individual Causal
Effects, 44 cRImInoLogy 465 (2006).

65. Brad Wilcox, Marriage, the Poor, and the Commonweal, in the meAnIng oF mARRIAge,
244 (Robert george & Jean Bethke elshtain eds., 2006).
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systematically undermine attempts to create equal opportunity across
lines of class and race.66

VII. What Is to Be Done?

What should be done about these changes in the family? Should we
attempt to reverse these developments? Are we able to do so? If not, can
we compensate for detrimental effects and counter resulting inequalities
between groups?

how these questions are resolved depends on whether the growing
diversity of family structure and the resulting differentials by race and class
are seen as undesirable or as problems in need of solution. traditionalists
are clearly troubled by these trends. they point out that conventional fam-
ilies have intrinsic strengths. And many note that, although government
programs can try to ease the difficulties of nontraditional families, they can
never entirely eliminate the advantages that conventional nuclear families
enjoy nor close the gaps between different family types. Pluralists, in
contrast, are skeptical of efforts to restore longstanding family forms. they
deny that good or bad outcomes are intrinsic to any family type and believe
that observed differences can be eliminated by providing outside assistance
and resources or changing policies to make life easier for fragmented
families.

Assuming one would want to restore the traditional family, is that proj-
ect feasible? one way to approach this question is to investigate the causal
roots of observed patterns. Why has the family changed, and why have
these changes not been uniform by class and race? In particular, why do
people at different levels of education and income now behave so differ-
ently? Likewise, what is the source of the dramatic black–white disparity
in family structure, and why has it failed to yield to greater opportunities
and improved economic and social conditions for blacks? demographers
have long wrestled with these issues. the chief theories point to three
main sources of influence: economics, technology, and culture.

economic explanations look mainly to monetary factors and to the
incentives created by the availability of resources. traditional economic
models identify four principal influences on choices regarding marriage
and family: male earnings and employment, female earnings, the sex ratio

66. See Steven P. martin, Growing Evidence for a “Divorce Divide”?: Education and
Marital Dissolution Rates in the U.S. Since the 1970s, supra:

educational divergence in divorce rates might be considered a benign sort of inequality, in that the
advantaged group is doing better but the disadvantaged group is doing no worse. the divergence in
stable married families with children, however, is such that families with highly educated mothers
and families with less educated mothers are clearly moving in opposite directions, and the disad-
vantaged group is doing worse.
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of marriageable individuals, and the availability of public assistance.
economists have developed a number of basic assumptions about the role
of these factors. men with higher earnings are more likely to marry and
stay married because they are viewed as more desirable mates. Likewise,
women who work and have high earnings will be less eager to marry
because they have less need for male resources. Public assistance for
single-parent families will discourage marriage, especially if husbands’
earnings are low or higher income leads to a loss of benefits. A paucity of
marriageable men—through incarceration, premature death, low earnings,
or low employment—will lead to lower marriage rates, both because too
few men will be available or considered suitable husband material
and because more desirable men will have more opportunity to “play the
field.”67

the literature that discusses and analyzes the economic model is exten-
sive and complex. A consensus has developed that economic factors,
although perhaps exerting some influence, fail consistently to explain pat-
terns and trends in family structure.6� the notion that high male earnings
encourage marriage and high female earning potential and workforce par-
ticipation undermine it is based on a model of family economics that
views men’s and women’s roles as divergent and complementary.69

however, under current patterns of assortative mating, men and women
with equal earning power are more likely to marry each other. this is
more consistent with a model that stresses gains from mutuality, cooper-
ation, and consumption rather than a strict sexual division of labor. this
pattern also highlights the importance of noneconomic and cultural
factors, such as similarity in attitudes, values, outlook, and tastes.70

nevertheless, the benefits of these companionate marriages seem to be
going disproportionately to the upper classes, which are increasingly more
likely to marry and stay married than others. Why less-educated persons
do not seem as eager to join forces, despite the decline in sharp marital
division of labor, is not well understood.

the prevalence of marriage among the more educated and affluent is
sometimes attributed to the economic advantages women perceive from
marriage. Well-educated husbands are more desirable because they earn
more. only well-educated women have the ability and opportunity to snag
a prosperous husband. however because it slights other economic factors
that point in a different direction, this explanation grounded in female

67. See Lundberg & Pollak, supra note 6. See also harknett & mcLanahan, supra note 42,
at 792–93.

6�. See, e.g., ellman & Jencks, supra note 6, at 47.
69. See gARy BeckeR, A tReAtISe on the FAmILy (19�1).
70. See Lundberg & Pollak, supra note 6.
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preference fails fully to account for upper-class women’s propensity for
marriage. educated men bring more economic resources to a marriage,
but, as elaborated more fully below, less-affluent women can still signifi-
cantly improve their standard of living by marrying men of their own
class, despite these men’s relatively modest earning power.71 thus, female
economic self-interest cannot explain the observed class divergence.

In addition, although there are advantages to marrying well, mother-
hood is often viewed as an important goal. Privileged women are still far
better equipped, economically and otherwise, to go the single-motherhood
route than their less-educated counterparts. yet unlike women with fewer
resources, high-status women still insist upon marriage before children. It
is unclear why upper-class women tend to forgo motherhood if unable to
find suitable mates. the key question is why they choose this outcome
when their poorer sisters do not.

Second, the focus on women’s preferences also does not explain why
well-educated men agree to marry their female counterparts. the answer
cannot be the desire to have children. Affluent men could adopt the pat-
terns more commonplace among those less well off, which is to have chil-
dren by women (and sometimes more than one) without marrying them.
If the goal is to reproduce at least cost, this strategy makes sense. given
the realities of weak child support enforcement and the demands of
domestic life, absentee fatherhood is far cheaper and entails less financial
sacrifice than taking the obligations of matrimony and married fatherhood
seriously. however, the financial costs are only part of the story. Resident
fathers devote far more personal time and attention to their children’s
upbringing.72 Why are educated and high-earning fathers more willing to
invest in their children in every way? economic theories seem unable to
explain why these men voluntarily agree to assume these considerable
burdens and why absentee fatherhood has failed to catch on among the
most educated segments of the population.

In the same vein, the notion that the marriage rates of unskilled men
have plummeted because their economic and employment situation has
seriously deteriorated is unpersuasive because it fails to comport with the
evidence. Although income differentials for men by education have
increased dramatically over time, this divergence has been driven primari-
ly by rising returns to college and graduate education. men with high
school degrees or less, and men at the bottom of the wage scale, have seen

71. See page 5�1–�2 infra.
72. See mcLanahan, Diverging Destinies, supra note 5; Liana c. Sayer, Suzanne m.

Bianchi, & John P. Robinson, Are Parents Investing Less in Children? Trends in Mothers’ and
Fathers’ Time with Children, 110 Am. J. Soc. 1, 43 (2004) (showing that higher-income,
married fathers spend the most time with their children).
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their earnings stagnate or, in some cases, decrease slightly.73 nonetheless,
male high-school graduates and dropouts do not earn significantly less than
comparably educated men in past decades. the resources these men bring
into a marriage are therefore not dissimilar to what working-class men had
to offer decades ago, when marriage rates were far higher across the board
and family-structure differences by social class were far smaller. In sum,
the data on male earnings simply cannot explain the longitudinal changes
in marriage patterns and propensity by social and educational class over
time.74

the decrease in marriage among less educated persons is even more
puzzling because the evidence suggests that marriage still carries signifi-
cant economic advantages, even for persons of modest skills, earning
power, and economic prospects. these advantages hold, regardless of race,
and are more pronounced for blacks than whites.75 Studies indicate that
“adults who begin adulthood in poverty are sixty-six percent less likely to
remain poor if they get and stay married; that low-income married families
are less than half as likely to experience material hardship—missing a meal
or failing to pay bills—than are cohabiting or single parents; and that
single mothers who marry shortly after a nonmarital birth experience an
increase of more than fifty percent in their standard of living relative to
single parents and twenty percent relative to cohabiting families.”76

that well-functioning married couples can achieve greater economic
well-being, regardless of social class, stands to reason. marriage creates
efficiencies and economies of scale and opens up opportunities for
sustained cooperation in child rearing and other joint ventures that build
economic and social capital. In addition, as noted, there is evidence that
marriage causes men to work harder and earn more.77 Although higher-
earning men obviously bring more resources into marriage, even men
with modest earning power can contribute significantly to a household’s
economic position. Indeed, it can be argued that lower-income women

73. For statistics on trends in male earnings by education and class, see LAWRence mISheL,
JARed BeRnSteIn & SyLvIA ALLegRetto, the StAte oF WoRkIng AmeRIcA 2006/2007, 121,
151 (2007). See also edIn & keFALAS, supra note 59.

74. See, e.g., Robert g. Wood, Marriage Rates and Marriageable Men: A Test of the
Wilson Hypothesis, 30 J. hUmAn ReS. 163 (1995).

75. Robert Lerman, Effects of Marriage on Family Economic Well-Being (Urban Institute
and American University, July 2002); Lerman, supra note 45 (citing data indicating that “mar-
ried-couple households were much more likely to avoid poverty than all other types of house-
holds” and noting that “the highest advantage for married couples in reduced poverty was
among black households. Relative to poverty levels of married couple households, the percent-
age in poverty among black single parents was 20–40 percentage points higher; for whites, the
gap was only �–20 percentage points.”).

76. Brad Wilcox, Marriage, the Poor, and the Commonwealth.
77. See discussion page 57� & note 53, supra.
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have a greater incentive to marry than women with more earning capaci-
ty. According to basic principles governing the marginal utility of money,
each additional dollar brought into a family has greater value at lower
rather than higher incomes.7� thus, a working husband’s earnings, even if
modest, can provide an important boost to purchasing power and can
significantly elevate the entire family’s standard of living. this effect is
especially important in its potential to lift the lowest earning families out
of poverty.

consider, for example, a single mother with two children earning $7.00
per hour—a sum not much above the current federal minimum wage of
$5.�5. For full-time, year-round work (forty hours per week for fifty weeks
per year), her total yearly pretax income would be $14,000. Suppose she
marries a man with the same earning power. two workers at this wage
can together earn a pretax income of $2�,000. that couple would also be
eligible for the earned Income tax credit, which would abate federal taxes
and improve their net earnings. Although that benefit would have some-
what lower value to the couple (due to their higher income) than to the
mother living alone with her children, it would still increase the pair’s total
effective earnings by several thousand dollars.79 more importantly, mar-
riage would elevate this family (including the two children) well above the
poverty line and significantly enhance the couple’s net financial position.

All told, marrying a person of equal earning capacity, regardless of
skill level, can be an effective way for men and women to raise their fam-
ily income and improve their standard of living. Although such a family
would be far from rich, its members would still be better off than if each
adult in the couple lived separately. Reaping those gains, however,
depends on hard work, consistent employment, active cooperation, and
the careful and sustained application of both spouse’s earnings to the
common enterprise. these are big “ifs:” there is no guarantee that the
potential for cooperation and harmonious sharing will be realized. If the
“downside” of marriage is sufficiently large for either spouse—in loss of
independence, increased domestic workload, abuse, conflict, or unhappi-
ness—then economic advantages will fail to hold sway. this balance of
costs and benefits is not solely a matter of economics because lack of mar-
ital cooperation is not properly regarded as an economic problem. Rather,
it is a matter of attitudes, values, commitment, socialization and behavior.

7�. See ARthUR okUn, eQUALIty And eFFIcIency: the BIg tRAdeoFF (1975).
79. on the problem of the marriage penalty in some benefits programs, see the discussion

of poor relief programs and marginal tax rates, infra. on the current structure of the earned
Income tax credit, which illustrates the problem of the phase-out and the marriage penalty, see
Leslie Book, Preventing the Hybrid from Backfiring: Delivery of Benefits to the Working Poor
Through the Tax System, WIS. L. Rev. 1103,1110–11 (2006).
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the decline in marriage despite its potential to make people financially
and personally better off is a cultural problem, not an economic one.

In the same vein, poverty and socioeconomic factors do not fully
account for observed racial differences in family structure and marital
behavior. Falling marriage rates and increasing extramarital birth rates
among blacks are of special concern and have elicited a sustained effort to
understand these trends. despite a relative shortage of desirable black men,
especially among the best and least educated segments of the population,
demographers have concluded that racial differences in mate availability
and other factors (such as unemployment) that are thought to bear on mar-
ital eligibility explain but a small portion of the steep decline in marriage
among blacks over recent decades.�0 Black men marry far less often than
men from other racial and ethnic groups with comparable education and
income. Significant numbers of employed black men now remain unmar-
ried, with marriage for African Americans declining even among the upper
classes.�1 As one author explains, “African Americans are less likely (60%
as likely) to marry than whites, regardless of family culture, economic cir-
cumstances, attitudes, welfare receipt, and marriage market conditions.”�2

In sum, the employment status, education level and income of black men
fail to explain their far lower marriage rates. Although blacks’ economic
situation plays some role, its contribution is modest at best. culture, not
economics, holds the key to the fragile state of the black family.�3

Another explanation cited for demographic shifts in family structure is
the pattern of government benefits for the poor. In his famous 19�6 book
Losing Ground, charles murray argued that federal welfare payments

�0. See White & Rogers, supra note 6, at 1041; Jessie m. tzeng and Robert d. mare, Labor
Market and Socioeconomic Effects on Marital Stability, 24 Soc. ScIence ReS. 329 (1995). See
also mare & Winship, supra note 17, at 174–202; daniel t. Lichter et al., Local Marriage
Markets and the Marital Behavior of Black and White Women, 96 Am. J. Soc. �43, �67 (1991);
daniel Lichter et al., Race and the Retreat from Marriage: A Shortage of Marriageable Men?,
57 Am. Soc. Rev. 7�1, 799 (1992); ellwood & crane, supra note 17, at 65; Robert Schoen &
James R. kluegel, The Widening Gap in Black and White Marriage Rates: The Impact of
Population Composition and Differential Marriage Propensities, 53 Am. Soc. Rev. �95 (19��).
See also JUne cARBone, FRom PARtneRS to PARentS, 93–94 (2000).

�1 See cheRLIn, supra note 10, at 105 (cherlin, 1992, also explains that “[o]ther evidence
shows that the deteriorating labor market position of poorly educated black men cannot be the
only reason why fewer blacks are marrying. during the 1960s and 1970s, marriage declined near-
ly as much among better-off blacks as among poor blacks.”). See also harknett & mcLanahan,
supra note 42, at 792-93 (“Although important, the poor employment prospects of low-skilled
African American men cannot entirely explain racial differences in marriage because African
Americans are less likely to marry than whites at all socioeconomic levels .”).

�2. mcLaughlin & Lichter, supra note 15, at 5�9.
�3. See discussion of male attitudes and socialization, 5�9–93 infra. For more on this point

in the context of race, see Amy L. Wax, Race, Wrongs, and Remedies: Group Justice in the 21st
Century (forthcoming 200�, hoover Institution Publications).
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under the Aid to Families with dependent children program were instru-
mental in discouraging marriage and encouraging out-of-wedlock child-
bearing among low-income women.�4 Repeated efforts have been made to
evaluate this claim in intervening years with equivocal results.�5

nonetheless, federal welfare reform legislation in 1996 was motivated in
large part to eliminate the perverse incentives generated by the prior
regime.�6 It was believed that time limits and stricter work requirements,
which conditioned benefits on participation in work-related activities,
would encourage mothers to marry or discourage out-of-wedlock child-
bearing altogether. these hopes have not been realized, in part because
work support programs still effectively subsidize all types of families,
thus providing little added incentive to marry.�7 In addition, the problem
of the decline in marriage and the increase in extramarital childbearing
has grown beyond the welfare population. these patterns now dominate
among working-class women with too much income to qualify for sub-
stantial cash welfare benefits under either the old or the new rules.

nonetheless, the current system of poor relief continues to provide
cause for concern. most programs are no longer designed to substitute for
work but rather to support or supplement earnings for low-income work-
ing households. these include the earned Income tax credit, food
stamps, medicaid, state-sponsored health insurance for poor children,
housing assistance, child support enforcement, and child care benefits.
most of these programs are means tested. As daniel Shaviro and others
have noted, a family may lose some or all government assistance as their
earnings increase—a result that operates like a tax on additional resources
coming into the family. Indeed, the combined effect of these programs has
the potential to impose very high, effective marginal tax rates on addi-
tional income, whatever its source.��

�4. chARLeS mURRAy, LoSIng gRoUnd (19�4).
�5. Robert moffitt, The Effect of Welfare on Marriage and Fertility, in WeLFARe, the

FAmILy, And RePRodUctIve BehAvIoR (Robert moffitt ed., 199�).
�6. See preamble to the Personal Responsibility and Work opportunity Reconciliation Act

of 1996, 42 U.S.c. § 601 (2000) (reauthorized by the deficit Reduction Act of 2005, Pub. L. no.
109-171, Feb. �, 2006, 120, Stat. 4).

�7. See Amy L. Wax, Welfare Reform Isn’t Working, L.A. tImeS, oct. 22, 2006; Amy L.
Wax, Too Few Good Men, 134 PoL’y Rev. (dec. 2005/Jan. 2006).

��. See daniel Shaviro, Welfare, Cash Grants, and Marginal Rates, new york University
Law & economics Working Papers, 2006. See also mickey hepner & W. Robert Reed,
The Effect of Welfare on Work and Marriage: A View from the States, 24 cAto J. 349, 365–70
(Fall 2005) (showing high marginal tax rates on work effort and marriage from the combination
of supplemental programs); Stephen d. holt, Making Work Really Pay: Income Support &
Marginal Effective Tax Rates Among Low-Income Working Households, presented to the
American tax Policy Institute (mar. 2005) (noting that available government programs in com-
bination have the potential to produce high, effective marginal rates for eligible families in
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one way in which single-mother families can “earn” additional money
is through marriage. A husband’s wages can boost family income. But
these wages also add to the family’s resources, which can disqualify the
family for food stamps and medicaid, or lead to the phasing out of the
refundable earned Income tax credit. Although the evidence suggests
that most eligible families do not take advantage of all available pro-
grams—and thus do not experience as high effective marginal tax rates on
additional earnings as they could�9—the potential for existing government
programs to discourage marriage or work effort among low-income men
and women cannot be wholly discounted. Whether people are actually
aware of these consequences and are moved by them is an empirical ques-
tion. the effect of government policies in the wake of welfare reform
awaits further evaluation. In the current climate, however, marginal tax
effects of government benefits are not believed to be the principal factor
driving disparities in family structure.

In sum, the current consensus among demographers who study family
decline is that economic factors provide, at best, a partial explanation for
the recent disintegration of the family among less-educated and less-priv-
ileged persons or for its relative preservation among more well-off popu-
lations. despite the absence of external obstacles to forming stable fami-
lies and the documented economic and social advantages of married life,
men and women with less education now often reject marriage.

In an attempt to better understand the shift in reproductive behavior
among the least advantaged members of society, two social scientists,
kathryn edin and maria kefalas, conducted an ethnographic study of 162
single mothers in eight Philadelphia-area low-income neighborhoods.90

through extensive interviews and observations, the authors concluded
that most of their subjects had a positive—even idealized—view of
marriage. yet despite expressing a strong desire to marry and regarding
extra-marital childbearing as “second best,” almost all the mothers in the
sample remained single. the authors offer this explanation: expectations
for marriage have risen across the board. everyone now regards marriage
as a luxury good rather than as a necessity, so they refuse to tie the knot
unless they have first achieved economic success. A house, a well-paying
job, and enough money for a nice wedding are now needed before con-
sidering a trip to the altar. But few of the unskilled can make good on
these aspirations because wages at the bottom have stagnated or declined.

Wisconsin, but showing that incomplete utilization of existing programs yields much lower rates
in practice).

�9. See holt, supra note ��.
90. edIn & keFALAS, supra note 59.
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the authors acknowledge that overall economic prospects for men with
a high-school education or less are not significantly worse than in past
decades when marriage rates were much higher. According to them, it is
not that most unskilled men are less able to support a family than they
were decades ago; earnings for this group have always been modest.
Rather, the problem is that women—and men—expect far more. In con-
trast, they conclude that having children does not carry similarly inflated
expectations. childbearing is a fundamental hallmark of female adulthood
that is central to poor women’s dignity and identity. Affluence and secu-
rity are not regarded as prerequisites for taking on this responsibility.

Although the idea that the class divergence in family structure can be
traced to well-off people’s superior ability to meet widely shared eco-
nomic expectations for marriage seems to make sense, the actual inter-
views edin and kefalas conducted do not support this theory. the women
in their study almost never complain about their men’s earning power.
Rather, the book is replete with evidence that men’s antisocial behavior,
not unfulfilled economic expectations, is the main obstacle to matrimony.
to be sure, these women’s accusations have an economic aspect: they
accuse the men of being unwilling to grasp opportunities, work steadily,
and spend wisely. they find fault with the men’s financial profligacy,
defiant attitudes, and lack of work discipline. And they claim that what
money the men manage to earn is seldom applied to family needs, but is
too often dissipated on personal luxuries, indulgences, and vice. the com-
plaints are not focused on low earning potential as such. Rather, they are
directed at how well and hard their men work, how they use their money,
and their lack of devotion to family life.

these women’s most vociferous complaints are reserved for men’s
chronic criminal behavior, drug use, violence, and, above all, repeated and
flagrant sexual infidelity. most of the men described in this book made no
effort to hide their frequent liaisons, which were often carried on simulta-
neously. more often than not, those relationships produced babies. these
men’s sexual habits—and women’s complicity in them—produced
conflict, jealousy, resentment, mistrust and tumultuous personal lives. the
connection between these patterns and economic factors is tenuous as best.
these tales do not point to rising expectations, economic or otherwise.
these women do not hold their men to new and higher standards. Rather,
they ask for the basics of responsible male behavior. Women have always
expected this from their husbands, but upper-middle-class women now
seem to get it far more often. Admittedly, the women in edin’s and
kefalas’s sample contribute to the very behaviors to which they object.
they are the ones bearing these men’s children outside of wedlock. to
many of them this seems better than marrying a man who is financially,
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personally, and sexually unreliable.
Although edin and kefalas focus on a small group of subjects and do

not purport to offer a comprehensive or systematic survey of low-income
women generally, their book is suggestive of the problems that afflict this
group. the overall impression gleaned from their account is that the men
these low-income women would potentially marry are not well socialized
to the expectations that conventionally apply to responsible husbands and
fathers. By implication, better-educated men may more consistently fulfill
these requirements. the possibility that the effective socialization of men
has declined selectively—or that the differential disintegration of the fam-
ily may reflect widening disparities in patterns of male behavior by race
and class—has received little serious attention. yet there is some indirect
evidence for this.

the detrimental effects of being raised in a single-parent home are
greater for boys than girls. Boys raised without fathers are more likely
than those from traditional families to become delinquent and commit
crimes.91 these patterns suggest that single-parent families are, on aver-
age, less effective in regulating male behavior. this inferior ability to
socialize boys could spill over into areas, such as sexual behavior and
relations with the opposite sex that require men to exercise restraint, to
cooperate with others, and to show responsibility. Unfaithfulness, incon-
stancy, unreliability, and the refusal to adhere to norms of monogamy are
particularly disruptive to harmonious male–female relationships and are
known to deter or destabilize marriage. these behaviors are hallmarks of
poor socialization.

nonetheless, race and class differences in these patterns have not been
systematically documented. A sustained study of such patterns would be
controversial and would pose methodological difficulties. there is a liter-
ature on the sexual mores of inner city blacks that suggests some reluc-
tance to adhere to norms of sexual fidelity,92 but rigorous comparisons

91. See Sampson, Roudenbush & earls, supra note 64, at 91�–24; Laub & Sampson, supra
note 64; Sampson et al., supra note 64, at 465. It has also been suggested that the decline in male
college attendance—which has been especially pronounced among those with lower income—
might also be traceable to the rise in single-parent families and the lesser ability of those fami-
lies to inculcate the noncognitive habits and dispositions that make for educational success. See
Brian A. Jacob, Where the Boys Aren’t: Non-Cognitive Skills, Returns to School and the Gender
Gap in Higher Education, nBeR Working Paper �964, at 4 (2002) (finding that boys, but not
girls, growing up in single-parent households suffer a statistically significant reduction in their
likelihood of attending college and also that the difference in noncognitive skills between boys
and girls accounts for 40% of the sex gap in college enrollment).

92. See generally eLLIott LIeBoW, tALLey’S coRneR: A StUdy oF negRo StReet coRneR

men (2nd ed. 2003); see, e.g., nathan e. Fosse, Sex, Self-Worth, and the Inner-city: Procreation
and “Boundary Work” Among the truly disadvantaged, unpublished dissertation, harvard
University Sociology department, on file with author. See also christopher R. Browning & Lori
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with underprivileged individuals from other racial groups or in other
cultural settings have not yet been made. Social class differences are even
less well-studied. In 1970, edward Banfield, one of the first social scien-
tists to flesh out the notion of a “culture of poverty,” suggested that eco-
nomic failure is traceable to a particular cluster of attitudes, dispositions,
and understandings. According to Banfield, a reluctance to defer gratifi-
cation, to anticipate consequences, and to plan for the future, characterize
many individuals who fall into poverty. however, even if these observa-
tions are valid, surprisingly little is known about whether and how such
attitudinal factors translate into conduct relating to sexual behavior or
marital success. As with racial differences, class disparities in these
aspects of behavior are elusive and difficult to investigate, and there is
resistance to the notion that people from one race or socioeconomic group
tend to exercise less sexual restraint than others.93

yet what we know of why marriages endure suggests that sexual
behavior is probably an important factor driving class divisions in mar-
riage, divorce, and extramarital childbearing. Women across the board
still expect monogamy within marriage, and cheating and its results—
including multipartnered fertility—are still potent relationship killers.94 It
is unlikely that many college-educated white women would tolerate open
and flagrant infidelity from their husbands; nor would many remain mar-
ried if their husbands admitted to fathering children by other women. the
relative stability of upper-class marriages—a stability that has increased
in recent decades—suggests that better-off men more often honor

A. Burrington, Racial Differences in Sexual and Fertility Attitudes in an Urban Setting, 6� J.
mARRIAge & FAm. 236, 251 (2006); hymoWItZ, supra note 41, at 103 (describing results from a
University of chicago study of sexual relations in chicago that concluded that “transactional”
sexual relationships, infidelity, domestic violence, and relationships with “concurrent partners”
were significantly more common in a predominantly poor black neighborhood, leading the
authors to conclude that polygamy was that neighborhoods’ “dominant structure.”). See also
oRLAndo PAtteRSon, RItUALS oF BLood (describing sexual aspects of the male inner city “code
of the street.”); Baby Fathers and American Family Formation: Low-Income, Never Married
Parents in Louisiana before Katrina, Ronald mincy and hillard Pouncy, eds., An Essay in the
FUtURe oF the BLAck FAmILy series, center for marriage and Families at the Institute for
American values (2007) 5, 19, 21, (noting that within a Louisiana sample of poor parents that
is more than �0% black, 69% of mothers and 65% of fathers agreed that most
partners “can’t be trusted to be faithful” in a relationship, and “many men indicated that they
did not intend to be faithful to their partner and still considered themselves players in the
dating game.”)

93. See Kathryn Edin & Maria Kefalas, Letter to the Editor, WALL St. J., Sept. 12, [2005]
A17 (objecting to a statement by this author in an opinion page article that “following the
sexual revolution . . . the disparities in family structure suggest that people are not equal in their
ability to handle newfound sexual freedom,” on the grounds that “no sound social science
research we know of backs up this view.”).

94. See edIn & keFALAS, supra note 59; n. BeLIndA tUckeR, the decLIne In mARRIAge

Among AFRIcAn AmeRIcAnS (1995).
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monogamy and strive for sexual fidelity. this doesn’t mean they never
cheat. But how they cheat, and how often, may make all the difference.

As Jonathan Rauch has noted, discretion and hypocrisy are the hall-
marks of middle-class adultery.95 Although these norms are in tension
with the celebration of honesty and autonomy that characterizes our dom-
inant moral outlook, they remain useful instruments of social control.
occasional or hidden lapses are much less destructive of stable families
than notorious liaisons or infidelity as a way of life. Because it is often
difficult to maintain secret relationships within the constraints imposed by
modern employment and family life, a commitment to discretion puts
inherent limits on extramarital adventurism within this milieu.

Likewise, the disruptive practice of multipartnered fertility would seem
to be unusual among educated men. the numbers show that well-heeled
women do not openly bear “love children,” so fathering children simulta-
neously by multiple women—or becoming an out-of-wedlock father at
all—would require privileged men to conduct liaisons across lines of class
or race. there is little evidence that such relationships are commonplace.
nonetheless, the very discretion and restraint that make sexual adventurism
less destructive of better-off families also make actual behavior harder to
document or investigate. therefore, the evidence on these matters is thin.

A recently published paper by two University of Pennsylvania sociol-
ogists supports the inference that the reproductive behavior of well-edu-
cated white men differs drastically from that of men with lower socioe-
conomic status. of the 300 men who had children by more than one
woman in a representative sample of almost 5,000 men aged fifteen to
forty-four, only six percent were college graduates, as compared with
44.5% who completed high school and 24.2% who were high-school
dropouts.96 the paper does not break down information on the marital
status of these men or the children’s mothers by social class. however,
unpublished data gathered by one of the paper’s authors sheds light on
this question. the author states that, given the high rates of marriage
among their most educated fathers (and in contrast to the pattern that data
suggests prevails among those with less education) what little multipart-
nered fertility exists among the college graduates “is most likely entirely
marital”—that is, the result of divorce and a subsequent remarriage rather
than of multiple out-of-wedlock or extramarital liaisons.97 Although this

95. See Jonathan Rauch, Conventional Wisdom: Rediscovering the Social Norms That Stand
Between Law and Libertinism,” 31 ReASon 37 (2000); Rauch, Live and Let Lie, the neW

RePUBLIc, Sept 22, 1997, at 25–26.
96. See guzzo & Furstenberg, supra note 37, at 5�3–601.
97. Personal e-mail communication from karen guzzo, Sept. 17, 2007 (adding that “in gen-

eral, there is fairly little childbearing outside of marriage among college-educated men compared
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does not directly reveal the incidence of sexual infidelity among the most
elite group, it does indicate that any illicit relationships will not ordinar-
ily result in the birth of children.

In addition to economics and culture, technological change has been
identified as an important impetus for the decline in marriage and increase
in out-of-wedlock childbearing. In a well-known paper published in 1996,
economists Akerlof, yellin, and katz,9� argue that the invention of the
birth control pill in the early 1960s, followed by the legalization of abor-
tion not long after, constituted significant “technological shocks” that
unsettled prior conventions and radically shifted patterns of sexual behav-
ior. By reducing the chance of unwanted pregnancy, contraception and
abortion dramatically increased the number of women willing to have sex
outside of marriage, which made extramarital sex more available to men.
this in turn made men less willing to promise marriage in exchange for
sex or to follow through on that promise in the event of pregnancy.
Because women who became pregnant and wanted to become mothers
had less power to induce men to marry them, the extramarital childbear-
ing rate increased.

the problem with this account is that it fails to explain emerging
social-class disparities. In the wake of the sexual revolution and the
legalization of abortion, premarital sexual activity increased across the
board, but extramarital childbearing did not. Less-educated women
became more willing to bear children out of wedlock—but well-educat-
ed women continued staunchly to resist. disparities also increased by
race.99 What stands in need of explanation is why, in the wake of better
birth-control technology, the demise of shotgun marriage, and the 1960s
shift in mores, some behavioral changes spread throughout society while
others penetrated selectively. Specifically, why have privileged and
well-educated women, especially among the white population, eschewed

to other groups. In another paper I am working on, college educated men make up only 6% of
men with a nonmarital first birth . . .”)

9�. george Akerlof, Janet yellin & michael katz, An Analysis of Out-of-Wedlock
Childbearing in the United States, 111 Q. J. econ. 279 (1996).

99. the behavior of well-educated whites suggests an interesting disjunction between prac-
tice and attitudes. Whereas few married persons from any social class would today urge toler-
ance of adultery, single motherhood is not uniformly condemned. A recent public opinion poll
reveals that a substantial minority of the population (about a third) regards bearing children out-
side of marriage either as a positive development or as socially harmless. See Motherhood
Today—A Tougher Job, Less Ably Done, As American Women See It (Survey by Pew Research
center for the People and the Press, released may 9, 1997). Because well-educated individuals
have more tolerant social attitudes generally, persons from privileged sociodemographic groups
may take an even more sanguine view of family diversity—including single motherhood—than
the general population. yet well-educated women almost uniformly fail to practice what they
condone.
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out-of-wedlock childbearing and continued to embrace marriage as a
prerequisite to motherhood?

According to Akerlof and his colleagues, the refusal of respectable
women prior to the invention of the birth control pill to offer premarital
sex with no strings attached created an effective cartel that made extra-
marital sex scarce and kept the practice of shotgun marriage in force. that
cartel was effectively destroyed by the “technological shock” of effective
contraception. Premarital sex became widely available in all sociodemo-
graphic groups. however, there is another norm that prevailed before the
1960s that merits separate consideration: a respectable woman would not
bear and raise a man’s child unless he agreed to marry her.100 that norm
weakened considerably among less-educated women and blacks in the
wake of the sexual revolution, but it survived among upper-middle-class,
educated women and continues in force for that group today.

this analysis shows that the cartel that kept the preexisting regime in
place consisted of two elements: the refusal to have sex except on an
enforceable promise of marriage, and the unwillingness to have children
except within marriage. What Akerlof’s model fails to reveal is why, and
how, upper-middle-class women continue to insist on the second despite
giving up on the first—and why less fortunate women have relinquished
both. Likewise, the model fails to explain why upper-middle-class men
are compliant or complicit in the second demand, but less-privileged men
effectively—and successfully—resist.

these are the very questions that kay hymowitz attempts to answer in
her recent book analyzing changes in family structure by race and class.
According to hymowitz, educated men and women understand that secur-
ing a child’s future educational success and economic well-being in the
current climate requires intensive investment in that child’s development.
Although effective child-rearing has many components, the presence and
day-to-day efforts of two involved parents, and the creation of a stable
family life, are central to this “mission.”101 In other words, well-educated
people seem implicitly to understand that status reproduction requires
marriage and all that goes with it. In the words of sociologist Brad
Wilcox, they “recognize that their lifestyle, and the lifestyle of their chil-
dren, will be markedly better if they form a long-term social and economic
partnership—that is, marriage—with one person.”102 And they seem will-
ing to act on that understanding, despite the considerable effort required.

100. not only were the rates of out-of-wedlock childbearing prior to 1960 far lower than
today, but until roughly the mid-1970s, the vast majority of children born to unmarried mothers
were put up for adoption. See deBoRAh FeSSLeR, the gIRLS Who Went AWAy (2006).

101. hymoWItZ, supra note 41, at �2–��.
102. WILcoX, supra note 65, at 244.
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can this account help explain observed class differences in marital and
reproductive behavior? It can be argued that only the most privileged have
both a status worth preserving and the financial means to do so. Perhaps
“the mission is simply too expensive for poor parents to enlist.”103 there
are reasons to doubt that this is the crux of the problem. What strategies
characterize the most successful families? What practices are most effec-
tive in developing children’s “human capital?” there are many unknowns
here, but the fact that children from modest backgrounds (including, most
notably, many recent immigrants) routinely build successful lives,
achieve self-sufficiency, and often improve their economic status signifi-
cantly, suggests that money is not as important as behavior. talking to
children, reading to them, maintaining order and quiet at home, creating
effective expectations and consistent discipline, and exemplifying and
endorsing constructive values, surely are critical. So, it appears, is sus-
taining a successful marriage. All these elements require restraint (includ-
ing sexual restraint), effort, self-control, and an orientation toward the
future. these may be personally costly but do not require a high income.
Although there is no question that having money makes it easier to edu-
cate children and enrich their experience, there is remarkably little evi-
dence that what money can buy actually produces better results. nor is it
clear that the factors that make for success depend on financial resources.
high income correlates with high achievement, but correlation is not cau-
sation. the literature on child development does not prove a causal link
between lots of money and successful child-rearing.104

middle- and upper-middle-class parents’ willingness to sacrifice in the
interest of status reproduction only begs the question of why persons from
other sociodemographic groups are relatively reluctant to take similar
steps to improve their children’s status. Likewise, it is a mystery why so
many less privileged individuals, unlike their better off counterparts, fail
to recognize the advantages of marriage or to modify their behavior to
obtain them. to be sure, there is controversy over whether the poor and
working class can really improve their lives, with many questioning the
potential for upward mobility. however, data on the economic benefits of
marriage, and the experience of groups (including recent immigrants)
with a strong family culture, cast aspersions on these doubts. there is

103. hymoWItZ, supra note 41, at �5.
104. one reason that children from affluent families may do better in school is that merito-

cratic policies have strengthened the link between economic success and intelligence in recent
decades. Intelligence is partly heritable so intelligent, high-income parents tend to have children
who are also are intellectually capable. See, e.g., charles murray, Abolish the SAT, the

AmeRIcAn (July 2007). on the tenuous connection between family income and successful out-
comes for children see SUSAn S. mAyeR, WhAt money cAn’t BUy (1997).
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considerable evidence that marriage produces higher earnings, greater
economic security, stronger and more peaceful communities, and better
behaved and better educated children. those effects are evident at all
levels of education and income. yet many people seem unmoved by these
potential advantages.

As the previous discussion indicates, demographers do not fully under-
stand the origins of recent changes in family structure. the gulfs that have
opened up by class and race are getting wider, and our failure to explain
them hobbles attempts to reduce disparities, strengthen families, and
advance the goals of social and economic equality. After years of research
and policy experiments, social scientists have yet to devise effective
schemes to reverse family disintegration among the most vulnerable
groups in our society.105

Although social scientists have not figured out how to restore the tradi-
tional family, there remains room for disagreement about the proper role
of government in alleviating the resulting inequalities and deprivations.
growing numbers of fatherless, broken, and single-parent families have
prompted calls for new and better-funded programs to support families in
need. these include vigorous child support enforcement, intensive early
childhood education, childcare subsidies, free medical care, and other
resource-intensive measures. Although such proposals have long been on
the table, and implementing them will no doubt improve the lives of many
people, there is no reason to believe that such measures can hold people
harmless for family disintegration. In particular, it is unrealistic to expect
that such interventions will come close to eliminating the relative disad-
vantages suffered by adults and children in nonintact families.
governments cannot easily alleviate the harms that flow from the break-
down of the nuclear family. the strengths of traditional families, and the
well-being of individuals within them, are intrinsic to how those families
actually function. those benefits cannot easily be replicated or conferred
by outsiders. the government cannot replace absent fathers or protect
children from indifferent ones. It cannot reorder the details of family life,
nor can it entirely make up for shortcomings of day-to-day relationships.
In these matters, there is no substitute for moral revival, cultural change,
and behavioral reform.

evidence that differences in outcomes by family type are not inexorably
tied to social class or material resources (and cannot easily be remedied by
providing programmatic support or more funds) can be found in the recent
literature on blended families. Several researchers have recently found that

105. on the ability of government programs to change behaviors surrounding reproduction
and sexuality, see Wax, supra note �3.
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children growing up in such families experience many of the behavioral
problems that beset children from single-parent homes.106 In seeking to
further understand these effects, sociologists have compared conventional
two-parent families to a variety of family combinations consisting of an
adult biological parent living with or married to an unrelated partner.
Although this research is complicated by the plethora of possible arrange-
ments, certain patterns have consistently emerged: as compared with
homes consisting of married parents living with their biological children,
and regardless of education and income, households that include children
living with an unrelated adult are associated with poorer child outcomes
and more problems. differences are found in behaviors such as antisocial
conduct, depression, drug use, and educational attainment.107

What is the explanation for these observations? the answers are cur-
rently a matter of speculation. Problems are especially evident for children
raised in the presence of an unrelated male or stepfather, and a resident bio-
logical father appears to be an important factor enhancing child well-
being.10� these effects may be grounded in men’s evolved interest in their
biological offspring and the importance of the marital tie to men’s con-
structive involvement with child rearing. Alternatively, some observed
effects may reflect selection—that is, possible average differences between
coresident biological fathers and stepfathers. or they may be the product
of dynamics peculiar to different family types. there are in fact good rea-
sons to believe that the ecology of blended families may be less conducive
to effective child-rearing. Stepparent families tend to present a less harmo-
nious and orderly environment than traditional nuclear families. As this
author has previously noted,

Lines of authority and loyalty in blended families are often ambiguous, divid-
ed, and vexed. mothers may feel torn between their biological children and the
demands of their new partners, whose interest in the children may not match
hers. Alternatively, children may feel little need to respect or obey a step-father
or their mother’s male partner, especially if they maintain a relationship with a
biological father who exists outside the relationship and independently exerts
authority over them.109

All told, family structure matters to children’s development. traditional
nuclear families seem to enhance children’s well-being overall, with alter-

106. See ellwood & Jencks, supra note 30, at 3–77; ellwood & Jencks, supra note 6, at
25–65.

107. See hofferth, supra note 59, at 53; ginther & Pollak, supra note 59, at 671. See also
Wax, supra note 1, at 402–12 (reviewing and discussing this literature).

10�. See hofferth, supra note 59, at 63 (suggesting, based on her data, that “the achievement
story in two-parent families may be simply about having a biological father [in the home].”)

109. See Wax, supra note �3, at 406.
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native types less successful in producing well-functioning, healthy chil-
dren. no doubt there are excellent families of many types that function
smoothly and raise happy and healthy children. that some families beat the
odds, however, does not mean that the odds are uniform. that risk does not
always produce harm does not change the fact that family structure corre-
lates with outcomes and that these differences contribute to inequalities
between groups.110 Such disparities worsen when nontraditional families
come to dominate within particular communities. the resulting erosion of
norms and expectations further accelerates family decline and undermines
many aspects of community life. What has happened within the black
community—where marriage rates are at a historic low and more than
two-thirds of all births are outside of marriage—is emblematic of these
distressing trends.

do the success rates of different family types have roots in essential,
intransigent aspects of human nature or are they the product of social and
cultural conventions that are contingent and manipulable? the answer
hardly matters at this point. We simply do not know enough about the
sources of these differences to render all families equally effective. nor is
there any evidence that changes in public policy can significantly improve
the functioning of fragile families or contribute to their stability.
Likewise, there is no reason to believe that government can compensate
children and hold them harmless for less than optimal conditions of
upbringing, or assuage the uncertainties, conflicts, and dislocations that
disproportionately afflict fractured families. certainly, it is hard to prove
that public programs cannot accomplish this. that is the challenge, impos-
sible to meet, of proving a negative. hope springs eternal that what is
wrong with broken families can be fixed. that hope is especially strong
among pluralists and diversity advocates who favor the deinstitutionaliza-
tion of conventional marriage and are mistrustful of efforts to buttress,
preserve, and protect traditional forms. however, experience has shown
that the pluralist position carries potential costs—costs most likely to be
visited upon vulnerable members of our society. disparities in family
structure are now adding to other trends that are widening the gap between
rich and poor, and between whites and blacks. Family diversity has
become a potent engine of inequality. that alone is reason to question our
enthusiasm for innovative family forms and to support the revival of mar-
riage and traditional family structures.

110. Id. at 3�5.
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2  Diverging family structure and “rational” behavior: 
the decline in marriage as a disorder of choice
Amy L. Wax

1. INTRODUCTION

The past 50 years have witnessed a growing divergence in family structure by race and 

social class. This chapter attempts to understand these dramatic trends. It argues that this 

dispersion can best be explained as the product of growing diff erences in styles of think-

ing about partner choice and reproductive behavior. Drawing on the work of psycholo-

gists Richard Herrnstein and Gene Heyman, the chapter presents a model that contrasts 

two distinct types of “rational” choice: “global” and “local.” It then demonstrates that 

average disparities by race and class in the adoption of local or global decisionmaking 

methods can account for the signifi cant demographic variations now observed in rates of 

marriage, divorce, and out- of- wedlock childbearing. The chapter then suggests that this 

diversity emerged in the wake of the normative deregulation of the sexual revolution. 

The demise of strong heuristic mores and institutional constraints, and the rise of ad 

hoc individualism and moral improvisation, facilitated the development of contrasting 

 decisionmaking styles in intimate relations.

2.  THE DEMOGRAPHIC DISPERSION IN FAMILY STRUCTURE

The past 50 years have seen dramatic changes in sexual behavior, patterns of reproduction, 

and family life. Fewer people are getting married, cohabitation is on the rise, divorce is 

commonplace, extra- marital sex is pervasive, and out- of- wedlock childbearing has grown 

steadily for decades.1 These general developments mask important trends well known 

to professional demographers: the composition of families has diverged dramatically 

by social class, income, education, and race. This segmentation is the product of three 

interrelated trends. First, although marriage rates have dropped across the board and 

people are marrying later, the retreat from marriage is far more pronounced among the 

less privileged and some minorities, especially blacks. As a general matter, “[t]he higher 

the level of education, the more likely people [are] to wed, and the less likely they [are] 

 1 See, e.g., Andrew Cherlin, The Marriage- Go- Round (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 2009); 
Stephanie Coontz, The Way We Never Were (New York: Basic Books, 2000); Amy L. Wax, 
“Engines of Inequality: Class, Race, and Family Structure,” 41 Family Law Quarterly (Fall 2007); 
June Carbone, From Partners to Parents: The Second Revolution in Family Law (New York: 
Columbia University Press, 2000); Larry Bumpass and Hsien- Hen Lu, “Trends in Cohabitation 
and Implications for Children’s Family Contexts in the United States,” 54 Population Studies 
(2000) 29–41.
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to live together.”2 Between 1950 and 2008, according to one estimate, the percentage of 

40- year- old white female high school dropouts who were married declined by 13%, while 

the percentage of white female married college graduates increased by 16% – a reversal of 

historic trends.3 For white men, the percentage of married 40- year- olds declined twice as 

fast among high school graduates as among the college educated.4 For blacks the retreat 

from marriage was more pronounced and aff ected every social class. During this period, 

rates of marriage for college- educated black women under 40 decreased by 10%, but by 

44% for high school dropouts; for men, the corresponding declines were 20% and 55%, 

respectively. Currently, only 65% of black male high school graduates are married by 

age 40, and marriage rates among black high school dropouts have fallen to half their 

previous rates over this period.

Likewise, patterns of divorce have shifted decisively. After an initial surge in divorce 

across the board starting in the 1960s, recent data reveal widening disparities in the 

risk of divorce by level of education, with divorce rates among college- educated white 

women dropping steadily since 1980, and rising among less educated whites and blacks 

in all social groups.5 Although the divorce rate among whites in the early part of this 

decade stood at 47% overall, the rate was 60% for high school dropouts as compared 

to 36% among college graduates. Even though blacks marry less often than other major 

American groups, they divorce more frequently, with divorce rates increasing among all 

educational groups over the past 50 years. About 70% of black women’s fi rst marriages 

now end in divorce, with rates remaining high across the board.6

 2 Nicholas Bakalar, “Education, Faith, and a Likelihood to Wed,” New York Times Science 
Times D7, Mar. 23, 2010. See Joshua R. Goldstein and Catherine T. Kenney, “Marriage Delayed 
or Marriage Forgone? New Cohort Forecasts of First Marriage for U.S. Women,” 66 American 
Sociological Review (2001) 506–19 (stating that “[w]omen with a college education are marrying 
more than ever, but those with less education are increasingly remaining single.”). See also Adam 
Isen and Betsey Stevenson, “Women’s Education and Family Behavior: Trends in Marriage, 
Divorce, and Fertility” (unpublished report on fi le with author). 

 3 A. Isen and B. Stevenson, supra. See also Goldstein and Kenney, supra; W. Bradford Wilcox, 
When Marriage Disappears: The Retreat from Marriage in Middle America (Charlottesville, VA: 
The National Marriage Project, 2010).

 4 Isen and Stevenson, supra.
 5 See R. Kelly Raley and Larry Bumpass, “The Topography of the Divorce Plateau: Levels 

and Trends in Union Stability in the United States after 1980,” 8 Demographic Research (2003) 
245–60; Steven P. Martin, “Trends in Marital Dissolution by Women’s Education in the United 
States,” 15 Demographic Research (2006) 537–60; Megan M. Sweeney and Julie A. Phillips, 
“Understanding Racial Diff erences in Marital Disruption: Recent Trends and Explanations,” 
66 Journal of Marriage and Family 639, 643 (Aug. 2004). In summarizing Martin’s fi ndings, Sara 
McLanahan explains that “[i]n his examination of divorce rates for marriage cohorts of college- 
educated and non- college- educated women, [Steve] Martin found that divorce rates increased for 
both groups (although slightly more for less- well- educated women) from the early 1960s through 
the late 1970s. After 1980, however, the trends diverged, with divorce rates falling among college- 
educated women and continuing to rise among less well- educated women.” Sara McLanahan, 
“Diverging Destinies,” Demography, 2004, at 612; emphasis in original. See also Adam Isen and 
Betsey Stevenson, “Women’s Education and Family Behavior: Trends in Marriage, Divorce, 
and Fertility” (unpublished report on fi le with author) (noting declining divorce rates for better- 
educated couples); Raley and Bumpass, supra. 

 6 See Raley and Bumpass, supra, at 256 (“We estimate that 70 percent of black women’s fi rst 

M2634 - COHEN TEXT.indd   16M2634 - COHEN TEXT.indd   16 27/06/2011   16:4027/06/2011   16:40



Diverging family structure and “rational” behavior   17

The drop in marriage rates has fueled a shift to single motherhood, with 40% of all 

births in 2007 to unmarried women. This fi gure masks signifi cant sociodemographic 

variation, with “the least educated women . . . six times as likely as the most educated 

women to have a baby outside of marriage.”7 Those ratios are primarily the product of 

a rapid increase in single motherhood among the less privileged. There has been little 

change since 1965 in the rate of extra- marital births for women with a college degree or 

more, with the percentage of children born to unmarried white college educated mothers 

remaining under 5%.8 The rise in single parent families among blacks has been even 

more dramatic, with lower marriage rates in this group generating an explosion in extra- 

marital births. The most recent census fi gures reveal that about 72% of black children 

are now born out of wedlock.9 Finally, family disintegration is proceeding apace among 

Hispanics, with extra- marital births now standing at 45% overall, and the trend towards 

single parent families accelerating faster than for other racial groups.10

These developments, which have been exhaustively documented by demographers 

and social scientists, are confi rmed by recent data gleaned from the 2006–2007 Current 

Population Survey (CPS). These are analyzed and summarized in Figures 2.1–2.12.11 

As these show, large diff erences in women’s marital and reproductive behavior persist 

by race and class. White female college graduates are signifi cantly more likely to be 

married than women from less educated groups.12 Correspondingly, the percentage of 

never married women among the least- educated (those with no more than 12 years of 

education) is far higher than for those with a bachelor’s degree or more (see Figures 

2.1 and 2.2). For white women who had children in this period, the ratio of married to 

single mothers increases dramatically with more years of education. Although married 

mothers are a signifi cant presence in every group, the contrasts are stark: about half of all 

marriages will end in divorce [as compared to] 47% of white women’s.”). See also R. Kelly Raley 
and Megan Sweeney, “What Explains Race and Ethnic Variation in Cohabitation, Marriage, 
Divorce, and Nonmarital Fertility,” unpublished working paper on fi le with author.

 7 Haskins and Sawhill, supra, at 208. See 2007 National Vital Statistics Report, Vol. 57 No. 
12, Births: Preliminary Data.

 8 Cherlin, supra, at 167; see also Lynn White and Stacy J. Rogers, “Economic Circumstances 
and Family Outcomes: A Review of the 1990s,” 62 Journal of Marriage and Family (Nov. 2000) 
1035–43 (noting that the percentage of women bearing children out of wedlock in the past fi fty 
years has “hardly changed among the well- educated.”). See also Ron Haskins and Elizabeth 
Sawhill, Creating an Opportunity Society (Washington, DC: Brookings Institution Press, 2009) 
203–31; David T. Ellwood and Jonathan Crane, “Family Change Among Black Americans: What 
Do We Know?,” 4 Journal of Economic Perspectives (Autumn 1990) 65, 68–9; David T. Ellwood 
and Christopher Jencks, “The Spread of Single Parent Families in the United States Since 1960,” 
in Daniel Patrick Moynihan, ed., The Future of the Family (New York: Russell Sage Foundation, 
2004); David T. Ellwood and Christopher Jencks, “The Uneven Spread of Single- Parent Families: 
What Do We Know? Where Do We Look for Answers?,” in Kathryn M. Neckerman, ed., Social 
Inequality 3–77 (New York: Russell Sage Foundation, 2004).

 9 See 2007 National Vital Statistics Report, Vol. 57 No. 12, Births: Preliminary Data.
10 See Wax, “Engines of Inequality,” supra, at 575.
11 US Census Bureau, 2006 American Community Survey, sex by marital status by age for the 

population 15 years and over.
12 Goldstein and Kenney, supra. See also Adam Isen and Betsey Stevenson, Women’s Education 

and Family Behavior: Trends in Marriage, Divorce, and Fertility (unpublished report on fi le with 
author).
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Figure 2.1  Marital status by education, white women, aged 15–50, 2006–2007
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Figure 2.2  Marital status by education, white women, aged 15–50, 2006–2007
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white mothers without a high school degree are unmarried, whereas white mothers with 

a college degree almost always marry before having children. Even in this recent cohort, 

almost 95% of white mothers who completed college were married at the time of their 

child’s birth (see Figures 2.3 and 2.4).

For black women, out- of- wedlock childbearing is more evenly distributed by level of 

education than among whites, with the ratio of single to married women higher for all 

levels of education (see Figures 2.5 and 2.6), and the proportion of women giving birth 

outside of marriage uniformly larger (see Figures 2.7 and 2.8). In contrast with white 

women, black unmarried women are in the majority regardless of level of education. 

Most black women who fail to complete college never marry at all. It is not surprising, 

then, that giving birth outside of marriage is the most common pattern for all black 

women except the most educated, with the percentage of extra- marital births well over 

50% for women without a college degree. Even among black college graduates, almost a 

third were unmarried, in contrast with about 7% of similarly educated white mothers – a 

ratio of almost 5 to 1.

Hispanics likewise have relatively high rates of out-of-wedlock childbearing, with 45% 

of births to single mothers.13 Although most Hispanic mothers are currently married, 

over one- third of Hispanic mothers in 2006–2007 with 12 or fewer years of schooling 

were single (see Figures 2.9 and 2.10). The combination of higher birth rates and lower 

13 See Heather MacDonald, “Hispanic Family Values,” City Journal (Autumn 2006).
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Figure 2.3 Marital status by education, white women, aged 15–50, who gave birth 

2006–2007
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Figure 2.4  Marital status by education, white women, aged 15–50, who gave birth 

2006–2007
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Figure 2.5 Marital status by education, black women, aged 15–50, 2006–2007
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Figure 2.6 Marital status by education, black women, aged 15–50, 2006–2007
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Figure 2.8  Marital status by education, black women, aged 15–50, who gave birth 

2006–2007
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Figure 2.9  Marital status by education, Hispanic women, aged 15–50, who gave birth 

2006–2007
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college attendance rates for Hispanic women has fueled a rapid increase in the rate of 

extra- marital births in this group.14

The result of these developments is that well- off  whites have largely maintained trad-

itional patterns of family life, while the less privileged and minorities live in less stable 

arrangements (see Figures 2.11 and 2.12). Fatherless or blended families are relatively 

uncommon for women who have completed four years of college or more, and the chil-

dren of white college- educated parents are signifi cantly more likely to spend their child-

hood living continuously with their married biological parents.15 In contrast, only a small 

percentage of black children are raised by married biological parents.16 As Jonathan 

Rauch has noted, marriage is now a signifi cant marker as well as a powerful predictor 

of social inequality. “America’s families and children may be splitting into two increas-

ingly divergent and self- perpetuating streams – two social classes, in other words – with 

marriage as the dividing line.” Some children will “grow up in a culture where marriage 

is taken for granted,” whereas others will fi nd themselves “in a culture where marriage is 

a pipe dream and deadbeat dads and impoverished kids are the norm.”17

14 Ibid.
15 See Wax, “Engines of Inequality,” at 576; see Cherlin, supra, at 167 (“Over the past few 

decades, the family lives of the college- educated have changed much less than among people with 
less education.”). 

16 See Wax, “Engines of Inequality,” at 577. 
17 Jonathan Rauch, “The Widening Marriage Gap: America’s New Class Divide,” The 

National Journal (May 19, 2001). See also McLanahan, “Diverging Destinies,” supra, at 607.
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Figure 2.12 Women giving birth 2006–2007 who are married, by race
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Figure 2.11 Women giving birth 2006–2007 who are unmarried, by race
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3.  CHANGES IN FAMILY STRUCTURE: EXISTING 
EXPLANATIONS AND WHY THEY DON’T WORK

Why has family composition evolved in the observed direction? Social scientists who have 

struggled to make sense of demographic developments have adopted some variant of a 

rational actor model, which assumes that individuals seek to maximize their own benefi t, 

utility, happiness, or well- being in light of economic constraints and social circumstances. 

This approach often implicitly assumes that there is a single best, or maximizing, choice 

for any given set of circumstances. Thus, regardless of group membership and cultural 

background, persons will do the best they can within the constraints they face and will 

respond to similar conditions by adopting predictable patterns of behavior. It is not sur-

prising, then, that social scientists prefer to explain demographic changes as a “rational” 

response to evolving circumstances. Since people will not voluntarily engage in self- 

defeating, dysfunctional, or maladaptive behavior, the choice to forgo marriage must be 

rooted in social and economic factors that limit choice or that render non-marriage and 

extra- marital childbearing an optimal strategy.

Along these lines, the chief explanations off ered for the dispersion in reproductive 

behavior look not to group diff erences in attitudes, outlook, or decisionmaking styles, but 

rather to economic factors and broad social trends. Economists who analyze marriage 

focus on money, resources, and gains from cooperation. They predict that the primary 

determinants of marital behavior will be male and female earning power and the avail-

ability of marriageable men, where that category is defi ned mainly in economic terms. 

Because they are more desirable mates, men with better employment prospects and higher 

incomes will more often get married, whereas women with higher earnings (who have less 

need of male resources) will tend to remain single. Male unemployment, low or declining 

male earnings, and high crime rates (which take men out of the running through prema-

ture death, incarceration, and un- employability) will drive down marriage rates among 

groups who suff er these dislocations.18

In keeping with these predictions, William Julius Wilson has attributed the decades- 

long decline in black marriage to a shrinking pool of marriageable men – a theory that has 

come to be known as the “Wilson hypothesis.”19 According to Wilson, the departure of 

the black middle class from the inner city in the wake of the civil rights revolution, com-

bined with the disappearance of manufacturing jobs that urban black men had previously 

performed, led to a shortage of black men who could support a family.20 Black women 

responded by bearing and raising children outside the confi nes of traditional marriage.

18 For a more detailed discussion, see Wax, “Engines of Inequality,” supra, at 582–3. For a 
review of work on the economics of marriage, see Nancy R. Burstein, “Economic Infl uences on 
Marriage and Divorce,” 26 Journal of Policy Analysis and Management (2007) 387–429.

19 See, e.g., Robert Wood, “Marriage Rates and Marriageable Men: A Test of the Wilson 
Hypothesis,” 30 (1) Journal of Human Resources (Winter 1995), 163–93. See also, e.g., William 
Julius Wilson, The Truly Disadvantaged: The Inner City, the Underclass, and Public Policy 
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1987). 

20 Wilson, supra; Robert D. Mare and Christopher Winship, “Socioeconomic Change and 
the Decline of Marriage for Blacks and Whites,” in The Urban Underclass 175, 175 (Christopher 
Jencks and Paul E. Peterson, eds., Washington, DC: Brookings Institution, 1991); see also David T. 
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Yet another attempt to explain surging extra- marital childbearing among blacks iden-

tifi es early childbearing as an optimal strategy for dealing with economic hardship and 

social constraint. According to Arline Geronimus, unmarried teen motherhood makes 

sense for black women because this group suff ers poorer health and higher neonatal 

mortality than other women throughout their prime childbearing years. Moreover, by 

comparing sisters and women from similar backgrounds, she argues that black women’s 

economic prospects are not signifi cantly depressed by teenage motherhood. In light 

of these considerations, she concludes that “early fertility- timing distributions among 

extremely disadvantaged populations, rather than being irrational as is often supposed, 

may have an underlying cultural rationale.”21

Ethnographers Katherine Edin and Maria Kafalas, in contrast, attribute low mar-

riage rates among poor women generally to an interplay between the recent economic 

position of the poor and working class and a general cultural shift to higher expectations 

for marriage across the board.22 From their ethnographic study of 162 single mothers 

in Philadelphia, these researchers conclude that economic conditions, in combination 

with pervasive social trends, thwart less advantaged women’s strong desire to marry. 

They observe that emerging norms now dictate that success must precede marriage, 

with a stable job, a home, a savings account, and enough money for a nice wedding as 

prerequisites for matrimony. Because unskilled women and their potential mates have 

trouble making good on this goal (in part because the income of the least educated has 

not kept pace with higher earnings of college graduates), they postpone matrimony while 

accepting the “second best” option of early motherhood. Although almost all hope to 

fi nd a husband eventually, the majority fail to marry at all. Edin and Kefalas echo these 

women in acknowledging the behavioral shortcomings of their prospective mates, includ-

ing habitual drug use, domestic violence, poor work records, and law- breaking. But the 

authors largely attribute these patterns to bad schools and lack of economic opportunity. 

In short, poor women’s (and men’s) inability to meet the current high standards for mar-

riage is a product of social and economic circumstances. Early, extra- marital childbearing 

is perceived as a rational response to structural forces and external constraints.

Finally, an infl uential paper published in 1996 by three economists looks to technologi-

cal change as the principal source of rising extra- marital birthrates and the recent retreat 

from marriage. Akerlof, Yellin, and Katz,23argue that the invention of the birth control 

pill in the early 1960s, followed by the legalization of abortion shortly thereafter, consti-

tuted a signifi cant “technological shock” that unsettled prior conventions and radically 

shifted patterns of sexual behavior. By reducing the chance of unwanted pregnancy, these 

developments dramatically increased women’s willingness to engage in extra- marital sex. 

Ellwood and Jonathan Crane, “Family Change Among Black Americans: What Do We Know?,” 
4 Journal of Economic Perspectives (Autumn 1990) 65, 68–9. 

21 Arline T. Geronimus, “Teenage Childbearing and Social and Reproductive Disadvantage: 
The Evolution of Complex Questions and the Demise of Simple Answers,” 40 Family Relations 
(October 1991) 463–71, 466. 

22 Kathryn Edin and Maria Kefalas, Promises I Can Keep: Why Poor Women put Motherhood 
before Marriage (Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 2005).

23 George Akerlof, Janet Yellin, and Michael Katz, “An Analysis of Out- of- Wedlock 
Childbearing in the United States,” 111 Quarterly Journal of Economics (1996), 279.
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This made sex more available to men, and men less willing to marry women they impreg-

nated. The demise of the “shotgun marriage” convention meant that many pregnant 

women who hoped to marry and become mothers had no choice but to go it alone. The 

paradoxical result was a surge in extra- marital births.

All of these accounts have severe limitations and none succeed in explaining most of 

the growing divergence in marital and reproductive behavior by class and race.24 There 

is a consensus among demographers that changes in male wages, sex ratio imbalances, 

and a paucity of marriageable men are not the main causes of the decades- long decline 

in marriage among persons with lower earnings and less education. Although marriage 

rates undeniably respond to economic conditions and some non- marriage can be attrib-

uted to a shortage of marriageable men, only a small portion of the decades- long retreat 

from marriage and the current dispersion by race and social class can be attributed to 

these factors. Rather, people with profi les similar to those who have frequently married 

in the past are now marrying less often. As two prominent researchers in the fi eld have 

observed, although “male earnings and sex ratios clearly infl uence marriage,” variations 

in these factors are “not enough to explain the bulk of recent changes” in family structure. 

That is because “the economic position of men has not changed enough to explain most 

of the changes in marriage patterns.”25

What is true across the board also applies to blacks. The decline in black marriage 

rates has been studied intensively, with social scientists citing incarceration, unemploy-

ment, and educational underachievement as creating a shortfall in the pool of marriage-

able black men, especially at the extremes of the socioeconomic distribution. However, 

the data reveal that this shortfall, and economic factors in general, account for a small 

portion of the drop in marriage among blacks over the past 50 years.26 As noted by Dan 

Lichter, the overall economic and social condition of blacks improved over this period, 

even as marriage rates relentlessly decreased. Indeed, “strict economic explanations are 

diffi  cult to reconcile with evidence that marriage rates for blacks in the 1930s were very 

high – higher than those of whites – despite the fact that black men had signifi cantly higher 

rates of unemployment and poverty than they do today.” 27 In addition, marriage among 

blacks has declined across the board, regardless of education, employment, and economic 

circumstances.28 Specifi cally, “the most affl  uent black men [are] now less likely to have 

ever been married than their lower earning but economically stable African American 

24 For an extended discussion, see Wax, “Engines of Inequality,” supra, 582–99.
25 Ellwood and Jencks, “The Uneven Spread of Single- Parent Families: What Do We Know? 

Where Do We Look for Answers?” supra at 60, 68. 
26 See, e.g., Ellwood and Jencks, “The Spread of Single Parent Families in the United States 

Since 1960,” supra; Ellwood and Jencks, “The Uneven Spread of Single- Parent Families: What Do 
We Know? Where Do We Look for Answers?” supra, at 60, 68. 

27 Dan Lichter, Diane McLaughlin, George Kephart, and David Landry, “Race and the retreat 
from marriage: a shortage of marriageable men?” 57 American Sociological Review (Dec. 1992) 
781–99, 784–5.

28 See, e.g., Robert Lerman, “Employment Opportunities of Young Men and Family 
Formation,” 79 American Economic Review (1989) 62–6; R. Kelly Raley and Megan M. Sweeney, 
“Explaining Race and Ethnic Variation in Marriage: Directions for Future Research,” 1 Race and 
Social Problems (2009) 132–42, 133 (noting that signifi cant racial diff erences in family patterns also 
exist “among individuals with relatively high earnings and education.”).
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counterparts.”29 In addition, marriage rates for black and white men with similar educa-

tion and incomes diff er signifi cantly and are growing, with “[b]lack men at every income 

level . . . substantially less likely than their white counterparts to have ever been married.”30 

(In the same vein, it is also notable that Hispanics complete fewer years of schooling than 

blacks, but have signifi cantly higher marriage rates.) Based on these observations and 

other evidence, demographers estimate that, at most, about a fi fth of the current black–

white diff erence in marriage rates is due to a relative shortage of marriageable black men, 

with some estimates far lower.31 In short, demographic evidence conclusively repudiates 

the Wilson hypothesis: economic circumstances and other variables thought to bear on 

the number of marriageable men do not account for most of the decades- long decline in 

marriage among blacks, nor do they explain the large disparity in marriage rates between 

blacks and other groups. Rather, “a complete explanation of racial diff erences in marriage 

behavior will clearly require consideration of nondemographic variables.”32

Likewise, Arline Geronimus’s assertion that early extra- marital childbearing is 

a “rational” strategy for disadvantaged black women has been attacked as unsup-

ported by  the facts.33 Her analysis also fails to explain reproductive patterns overall. 

Geronimus’s observations are based on a very disadvantaged cohort of mostly black 

women. Her sample does not represent the spectrum of black single mothers, most of 

whom are better educated, wealthier, and older. In addition, her analysis is based on a 

29 R. Richard Banks and Su Jin Gatlin, “African American Intimacy: The Racial Gap in 
Marriage,” 11 Michigan Journal of Race & Law 115, 124 (acknowledging drops in marriage rates 
for marriageable men). See also Ellwood and Crane, “Family Change Among Black Americans?,” 
supra, at 76 (noting that declines in marriage “have been almost as great for better- educated [black] 
men as for the less well- educated.”).

30 Banks and Gatlin, supra.
31 See Lichter, et al., supra, at 785; White and Rogers, supra (noting that more than 80% of 

the decline in black marriage rates is unexplained by economic and demographic factors); Heather 
Koball, “Have African American Men become Less Committed to Marriage? Explaining the 
Twentieth Century Racial Cross- over in Men’s Marriage Timing,” 35 Demography (1998) 251–8 
(explaining that “employment does a poor job of explaining .  .  . diff erential racial patterns in 
the timing of marriage across the twentieth century.”); Wood, supra (estimating that a decline 
in the number of black marriageable men explains only about 5% of the recent decline in black 
marriage rates); Robert Schoen and James R. Kluegel, “The Widening Gap in Black and White 
Marriage Rates: The Impact of Population Composition and Diff erential Marriage Propensities,” 
53 American Sociological Review (1988) 895 (estimating that the relative shortage of black mar-
riageable men accounts for between 10 and 25% of black–white diff erence in marriage rates); Scott 
South and Kim Lloyd, “Marriage Opportunities and Family Formation – Further Implications of 
Imbalanced Sex- ratios,” 54 Journal of Marriage and Family (1992) 440–51, 449 (noting that “signifi -
cant racial diff erences in marriage rates persist even after racial diff erences in mate availability are 
taken into account”); Raley and Sweeney, “Explaining Race and Ethnic Variation in Marriage,” 
supra, at 133 (same). See also Madeline Zavodny, “Do Men’s Characteristics Aff ect Whether a 
Non- marital Pregnancy Results in Marriage,” 61 Journal of Marriage and Family (August 1999) 
764–73 (noting large unexplained ethnic diff erences in the probability of marriage after the birth 
of a child). 

32 See South and Lloyd, supra, at 449. 
33 See, e.g., Frank R. Furstenberg, “Teen Age Childbearing and Cultural Rationality: A Thesis 

in Search of Evidence,” 41 Family Relations (1992) 239–43, 242 (citing data showing that early 
chidbearers have lower educational attainment and poorer economic prospects than poor women 
who delay childbearing).
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restricted  counterfactual: she compares teen mothers to otherwise similar women who 

delay non- marital childbearing a few years. She does not consider the possibility of 

postponing childbearing until after marriage, and does not compare her population to 

black women who marry before bearing children. Therefore, her work fails to address 

whether extra- marital childbearing, either early or late, is better or worse than a more 

conventional path. This oversight ignores strong contrary evidence that marriage carries 

signifi cant benefi ts, both economic and otherwise, for women in every sociodemographic 

group. According to Robert Lerman, for example, the decline in two- parent families 

accounted for “almost half the increase in child income inequality and more than the 

entire rise in child poverty rates” observed between 1971 and 1989.34 Although family 

breakdown hurt all children, black children were most aff ected. According to Lerman’s 

estimate, pairing black single mothers in 1989 with the existing population of black males 

would move “80% of the children . . . out of poverty as a result of the pooling of incomes 

and the marriage- induced earnings.”35 Other studies also suggest that marriage is eff ective 

in lifting many mothers and children out of poverty.36

The empirical data thus suggest that the economic benefi ts of marriage are avail-

able across the earnings spectrum. The evidence also contradicts the notion that the 

educated and affl  uent marry more often because they can expect outsized benefi ts from 

joining forces – an explanation that ignores both existing data and basic economic logic. 

Individuals with modest earning power can improve their position by fi nding a partner 

with similar prospects. That marriage can signifi cantly boost well- being regardless of 

social class stands to reason. First, marriage gives households two potential workers 

instead of one. Indeed, the basic principles governing the marginal utility of money 

dictate that the added earnings of working class men have as much or more value 

34 Robert I. Lerman, “The Impact of the Changing US Family Structure on Child Poverty and 
Income Inequality,” 63 Economica (1996), S119–39, S137.

35 Lerman, “The Impact of the Changing US Family Structure on Child Poverty and Income 
Inequality,” supra, at 136. This estimate incorporates a marital earnings premium of the magnitude 
that is currently observed for black men. But even without factoring in that boost in earnings, the 
estimate is that 43% of black children would escape poverty. 

36 See, e.g., Audrey Light, “Gender Diff erences in the Marriage and Cohabitation Income 
Premium,” 41 Demography (May 2004) 263–84 (women experience substantial fi nancial gains from 
marriage and stable cohabitation); Steven Nock, “The Consequences of Premarital Fatherhood,” 
63 American Sociological Review (1998), 250–63 (concluding that men who have children before 
marriage obtain less education and lower earnings, and have higher poverty rates than compa-
rable men who did not father children outside marriage); Robert I. Lerman, How Do Marriage, 
Cohabitation, and Single Parenthood Aff ect the Material Hardships of Families With Children? 9–10 
(Washington, DC: Urban Institute and American University, July 2002). 

See also Paul Amato and Rebecca Maynard, “Decreasing Non- marital Births and Strengthening 
Marriage to Reduce Poverty,” 17 The Future of Children (Fall 2007) 117–41; David Eggebeen and 
Daniel Lichter, “Race, Family Structure, and Changing Poverty among American Children,” 56 
American Sociological Review (1991) 801–17; Lerman, “The Impact of the Changing US Family 
Structure on Child Poverty and Income Inequality,” supra, at S119- 139; Ron Haskins, “Getting 
Ahead in America,” National Aff airs (Fall 2009) 36–52; Adam Thomas and Isabel Sawhill, “For 
Love and Money? The Impact of Family Structure on Family Income,” 15 The Future of Children 
(Fall 2005) 57–74; John Iceland, “Why Poverty Remains High: The Role of Income Growth, 
Economic Inequality, and Changes in Family Structure, 1949–1999,” 40 Demography (2003) 
499–519; Haskins and Sawhill, supra.
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to women of modest means than large male incomes have for women who also can 

command high salaries.37 Thus, marrying someone of roughly equal earning capacity, 

regardless of skill level, is an eff ective way for men and women to improve their economic 

prospects and increase their standard of living. In addition, couples in every social class 

can take advantage of economies of scale, shared responsibilities, and effi  cient divisions 

of labor. Although cohabitation would appear to serve these purposes as well, the data 

indicate that cohabiting unions are less stable than marriages. In general, “cohabitation 

does not signify the same degree of commitment as does marriage, and is in fact usually 

less durable.” The evidence confi rms that cohabiting unions are marked by fewer long- 

term investments and plans, produce less specialization and pooling of resources, are 

associated with a smaller wage premium for men, and provide a less cohesive and stable 

setting for children.38

Discussions of declining marriage rates among the less advantaged in all ethnic groups, 

including whites, often point to rising inequality in male earnings. This pattern is due 

mostly to a decades- long surge in the economic returns to college and advanced educa-

tion, which has greatly enhanced the incomes of men with college or professional degrees. 

In contrast, the economic position of working class men has not kept pace. Although 

estimates vary based on methodology and reveal some fl uctuations, most calculations 

indicate that earnings for men with high school or less have stagnated or declined some-

what over this period.39 Even though some men in this category have struggled, and some 

well- paying working class jobs have disappeared, the question nevertheless remains as 

to how much of the retreat from marriage among less educated men can be attributed 

to changes in their earning power. This question cannot be answered without a precise 

and systematic analysis of the marital profi les of similarly situated men over time. This 

37 See Wax, “Engines of Inequality,” at 585–6.
38 See, e.g., Thomas and Sawhill, “For Love and Money? The Impact of Family Structure on 

Family Income,” supra, at 61; see also Bumpass and Lu, “Trends in Cohabitation and Implications 
for Children’s Family Contexts in the United States,” supra, at 29–41 (noting the greater instability 
of cohabiting families, and implications for children).

39 See, e.g., David Autor, Lawrence Katz and Melissa Kearney, “Trends in U.S. Wage 
Inequality: Revising the Revisionists, 90 Review of Economics and Statistics (May 2008) 300–23; 
Claudia Goldin and Lawrence Katz, “Long- Run Changes in the U.S. Wage Structure: Narrowing, 
Widening, Polarizing,” Brookings Panel on Economic Activity, Sept. 2007, unpublished paper 
on fi le with author (noting that enhanced returns to education beyond high school have been a 
“key component of the rise in wage dispersion since 1980”); Lawrence Katz and David H. Autor, 
“Changes in the Wage Structure and Earnings Inequality,” in Orley Ashenfelter and David Card, 
eds., Handbook of Labor Economics. Vol. 3A (Amsterdam: Elsevier Science, North- Holland, 1999) 
1463–555 (noting evidence that earnings and compensation for the least educated men stagnated 
or declined from the 1970s through the 1990s). Compare Marvin H. Kosters, “Schooling, Work 
Experience, and Wage Trends,” 80 (2) American Economic Review, Papers and Proceedings of 
the Hundred and Second Annual Meeting of the American Economic Association (May 1990) 
308–12, 310 (stating that after stabilizing during the 1970s, wages for high school educated men 
declined by approximately 12% during the 1980s). In general, see US Census Bureau, Historical 
Income Tables: Tables P32–P35: Educational attainment and years of school completed- full- time, 
year- round workers 18 years old and over by mean earnings, age and sex: 1974–2008, http://www.
census.gov/hhes/www/income/histinc/incpertoc.html (last visited Apr. 9, 2010) (showing a modest 
decline followed by a stabilization in earnings of male workers with a high school education over 
33- year period).
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requires comparing the behavior of men today with men who had comparable earnings in 

the past, when marriage rates were signifi cantly higher. Is a man who makes, say, $28,000 

per year in today’s dollars – or any similar working class wage – as likely to marry now 

as a man who made the same infl ation- adjusted amount in 1950 or 1970? Inexplicably, 

there appears to be no study in the literature that makes this precise comparison across 

the spectrum of earnings.40 However, the limited research available suggests that men 

who were once regarded as marriageable and were routinely married – including many 

men with earnings in the lower end of the distribution – are now more likely to remain 

single than in the past.41 Moreover, the retreat from marriage has continued through 

good economic times and bad, persisting through periods when working class wages 

stabilized or gained ground, as in the 1990s.42 As already noted, a similar trend is evident 

among women: marriage rates for high school graduates have relentlessly fallen, and 

college- educated women are now more likely to marry than less educated women.43 The 

reason for this pattern is not apparent. That these women’s potential husbands have 

lower incomes than men with a college degree does not change the fact that they still 

bring valuable resources to the table. Yet, in contrast to the past, women and men in this 

cohort now marry less frequently, and have less stable relationships, than people with 

higher education and earnings.

In sum, although the benefi ts of marriage are potentially available to persons across 

the sociodemographic spectrum, the gains are being realized selectively as behavior has 

diverged by race and class over time. Arguably, large numbers of people who forgo mar-

riage are not behaving “rationally”: their choices are making them poorer, less secure, 

and less well off  than if they joined forces, and these adversities are also being visited on 

their children.44 Since the groups who are less likely to marry (including the less educated 

40 Oral communication, Dan Lichter, Department of Policy Analysis and Management and 
Professor of Sociology, Cornell University.

41 One paper looks at a relatively small sample of men and women partners to determine which 
pairs marry shortly after the birth of a child. It then compares the men in this sample with similar 
men in the past (e.g. with the same earnings and other sociodemographic characteristics) to deter-
mine whether their chance of marrying after the birth of a child was higher or lower. The author 
fi nds that the probability of a man marrying the mother of his child, holding male characteristics 
constant, has declined signifi cantly for blacks, and less so for whites. For white men, specifi cally, the 
data indicate that lower probabilities of marriage are due in part to “a change in men’s character-
istics” and partly to “a change in their response to characteristics.” This indicates that both culture 
and economics have played a role in the retreat from marriage in this situation. See Zavodny, supra, 
at 770–72. See also Daniel Lichter and Diane McLaughlin, “Economic Restructuring and the 
Retreat from Marriage,” 31 Social Science Research (2002) 230–56 (also suggesting that changes 
in men’s response to their characteristics (such as education and earnings), rather than in the char-
acteristics themselves, accounts for most of the change in the probability of marriage, albeit much 
more for blacks than for whites). 

42 See Ellwood and Jencks, “The Uneven Spread of Single- Parent Families: What Do We 
Know? Where Do We Look for Answers?” supra, at 68 (noting that “the wages of less skilled 
men and women rose” and “jobs became plentiful” during the 1990s, while marriage continued 
to decline and extra- marital childbearing to increase). See also, e.g., Autor et al., “Trends in U.S. 
Wage Inequality: Revising the Revisionists,” supra (wages for less educated men stabilized and 
even grew modestly during the 1990s, when marriage rates continued to decline). 

43 Goldstein and Kenney, supra.
44 See Wax, “Engines of Inequality,” supra.
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and blacks) are also at greater risk of poverty, remaining single appears to be against 

economic self- interest.

Of course, marriage is not simply a fi nancial arrangement. Its potential to improve 

people’s lives depends on the partners’ behavior: both spouses must work hard and con-

sistently, actively cooperate, and apply their income and eff orts to a common enterprise. 

These are important caveats: marriage delivers few benefi ts if people do not live up to 

these standards. This suggests that how partners behave within marriage, and in prepara-

tion for it, might infl uence who marries and stays married. If these choices make a dif-

ference, this begs the question of whether, and how, they might account for the growing 

dispersion by race and class.

Are some people better socialized to marriage than others? The work of Kathryn Edin 

and Maria Kefalas provides some hints. As noted, these authors seek to explain declining 

marriage rates among low income women as the joint product of general cultural trends 

and economic conditions. The modest fi nancial prospects confronting these women and 

their potential partners mean they cannot fulfi ll vaunted expectations for marriage. The 

result is that they have children, but don’t get married. The problem with this theory is 

that it does not square with the explanations these women off er for their own choices. 

They almost never complain of their potential husbands’ modest earning power (which 

the authors themselves concede has not changed much since the 1960s and 1970s, when 

working class marriage rates were far higher). Rather, their main quarrel is with men’s 

behavior. Although anti- social behavior is a problem across the board, most of the 

women highlight their partners’ repeated and fl agrant sexual infi delities, which often 

produce children by other women. The confl icting loyalties and ill- will generated by 

these patterns emerge as signifi cant obstacles to stable and harmonious relationships. In 

general, the overall impression gleaned from these women’s accounts is that their poten-

tial marriage partners are poorly socialized to the expectations of marriage and unwilling 

to fulfi ll a husband’s proper role. At the same time, however, the women are somewhat 

complicit in their men’s behavior, because they do not hold out for marriage as a condi-

tion of having children. Whether deliberately or accidentally, they routinely bear children 

out of wedlock by men they would not consider marrying – children who reduce their 

prospects of fi nding a mate in the future.

These patterns of behavior impede the formation of potentially economically benefi cial 

unions. In short, this study suggests that the failure of these women’s partners to act as 

good husbands is the main reason for the mothers’ reluctance to marry them. Likewise, 

women’s willingness to bear children outside of marriage, and their failure to prevent 

pregnancy through the eff ective use of contraception, further impede the formation of 

stable unions. No direct evidence is off ered, however, on whether the standard of male 

behavior has deteriorated over time, and the authors do not discuss that question.

Likewise, Akerlof, Yellin, and Katz, fail to address emerging race and class diff erences, 

or to explore underlying behaviors that might give rise to these patterns. According to 

their theory, the wider availability of extra- marital sex after 1960 spelled the demise of 

shotgun marriage, which caused out- of- wedlock childbearing to soar. But their theory 

does not show why extra- marital births increased so much among blacks and less edu-

cated women, while changing little among women with more education. Nor does it 

explain why more privileged women continue to embrace marriage as a prerequisite 

to motherhood. Likewise, the model gives no reason why upper middle class men are 
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routinely willing to acquiesce in women’s demands for marriage before motherhood, 

whereas less privileged men more often resist such demands.

Commentators who assign a large role to cultural norms in family life seek to address 

these very questions. The author Kay Hymowitz speculates that a growing understanding 

of the central role of marriage in building and maintaining fi nancial and human capital, 

for both adults and their off spring, contributes to better educated persons’ willingness to 

marry and stay married, as refl ected in continuing low extra- marital birth rates and a dra-

matic decline in divorce rates in recent decades. According to Hymowitz, educated men 

and women appear to appreciate the economic and non- economic benefi ts of marriage, 

including the critical importance of a stable home life and sustained parental investment 

to their children’s future educational success and well- being.45 But the willingness of more 

affl  uent parents to buck demographic trends in the interests of status reproduction only 

begs the question of why persons from other sociodemographic groups are relatively 

unwilling to take similar steps to improve their children’s status. Likewise, it is a mystery 

why less privileged individuals, unlike their better off  counterparts, either fail to appreci-

ate that marriage can make them better off , or are unmoved by the potential advantages 

– to themselves and their children – of maintaining long- term relationships. To be sure, 

there is some evidence that people in all sociodemographic sectors revere and aspire to 

marriage.46 But that just reinforces the puzzle of why fewer people now act on the insight 

that “their lifestyle, and the lifestyle of their children, will be markedly better if they form 

a long- term social and economic partnership – that is, marriage – with one person.”47

This chapter seeks to shed fresh light on this question. As noted, social scientists seeking 

to explain demographic patterns have embraced a version of a rational actor model that 

traces variations in behavior to objectively measurable ambient conditions. As we have 

seen, however, this approach falls short of accounting for observed patterns. Financial 

circumstances, material constraints, and society- wide shifts in economic expectations do 

not fully explain either longitudinal trends over time, or the existing cross- sectional diver-

gence in marriage, divorce, childbearing, and family structure. The retreat from marriage 

among the less privileged is especially puzzling, because the benefi ts of a well- functioning 

marriage, including economies of scale and gains from cooperation, would appear to be 

especially valuable for individuals with less earning power and fewer skills and resources. 

Although marriage seems like a good choice and an optimal strategy, those who would 

appear to benefi t most are least likely to choose it.

In sum, rational actor models that focus on responses to social conditions have shed 

little light on the growing divergence in behavior by class and race in patterns of marriage 

and parenthood. A diff erent approach is in order. My purpose here is to propose one. 

In attempting to improve on the shortcomings of existing theories, my model rejects the 

45 See Kay Hymowitz, Marriage and Caste in America: Separate and Unequal Families in a 
Post- marital Age (Chicago: Ivan R. Dee, 2006).

46 See, e.g., Kathryn Edin and Joanna M. Reed, “Why Don’t They Just Get Married? Barriers 
to Marriage among the Disadvantaged,” 15 The Future of Children (Fall 2005) at 129 (noting that 
poor women have high aspirations for marriage). See also discussion, infra.

47 Brad Wilcox, “Marriage, the Poor, and the Commonweal,” in Robert George and Jean 
Elshtain, The Meaning of Marriage: Family, State, Market, and Morals (Dallas, TX: Spence 
Publishing Company, 2006), at 244. 
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notion that group disparities can be explained by positing a unitary “rational” response 

to the peculiar circumstances confronting distinct sociodemographic groups. Instead of 

linking choices directly to external conditions (whether economic or social), this model 

turns inward to examine modes of thought and action that inform the decisionmaking 

process, and the individual and group characteristics that infl uence these. The proposed 

explanation does not turn on external conditions, but looks to what is going on in 

people’s heads. How people think about costs and benefi ts – specifi cally as they relate 

to private conduct aff ecting relationship quality – is what matters most. By showing 

how common circumstances can issue in distinct patterns of behavior, this framework 

attempts to explain why people often behave very diff erently despite similar incentives 

and constraints. In tracing variations in family structure to distinct modes of response, 

this approach challenges a theory of unitary rationality which predicts a standard reac-

tion to surrounding circumstances and assigns a minimal role to cultural background, 

individual outlook, or group attributes. This analysis posits that diff erent methods for 

processing the same information, and assessing similar costs and benefi ts, can decisively 

infl uence behavior. Divergent modes of thinking can give rise to dramatically diff erent 

approaches to personal and family life.

4.  RATIONAL CHOICE: LOCAL VERSUS GLOBAL 
DECISIONMAKING

The model proposed here draws on an important body of work on the psychology of 

decisionmaking. The analysis posits alternative modes of choice, corresponding to dif-

ferent time- frames for assessing behavioral options. It begins with the observation that 

choices that some people fi nd immediately attractive will not necessarily maximize their 

well- being in the long run. Rather, achieving the highest returns may depend on adopting 

an approach that anticipates and takes account of the benefi ts of a series of choices over 

time. To adopt the parlance of the model, an individual may sometimes be better off  with 

a “global” rather than a “local” approach to decisionmaking.

The account makes use of a paradigm developed by Richard Herrnstein and his col-

leagues at Harvard, which explores the dynamics of long- term and short- term frame-

works for choice. In a series of papers, Herrnstein explained how short time- frames for 

decisionmaking can sometimes lead to suboptimal results. He draws on experimental 

observations that animals and people tend to select an immediately attractive option even 

if forgoing that option in favor of a diff erent choice might produce a larger benefi t over 

time. According to Herrnstein, a person might “credit, as it were, the immediate returns 

he receives to a particular response alternative, rather than to keep a global account of 

returns across his entire repertoire.”48 As he explains, “[t]his limitation in mental book-

keeping entails a limitation in our general capacity to discover the optimal allocation 

of our behavior, although particular circumstances determine whether the limitation is 

48 R.J. Herrnstein, “Behavior, Reinforcement, and Utility,” 1 Psychological Science (1990) 
217–24, 219 see also, e.g., R.J. Herrnstein, “Rational Choice Theory: Necessary but not Suffi  cient,” 
45 American Psychologist (March 1990) 356–67.
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grave, trivial, or in certain cases, nonexistent.”49 The myopic method of assessment is des-

ignated “local choice.” This stands in contrast to an aggregative method for  evaluating 

options, known as “global choice.”

4.1 Local v Global Choice: Drug Addiction

Gene Heyman has elaborated on Herrnstein’s decisionmaking model to argue that drug 

addiction is a “disorder of choice.”50 According to Heyman, drug addiction results 

from the chronic failure to engage in global decision making, which leads to suboptimal 

behavior. Heyman’s theory of addiction stands in contrast to the widely accepted notion 

of habitual drug use as a “disease” characterized by compulsions, cravings, and seem-

ingly uncontrollable drug- seeking behavior. On that view, repetitive drug use is conduct 

over which addicts have no meaningful voluntary control. Therefore drug addiction is 

not a matter of choice, and cannot be tamed through incentives, punishment, or other 

conventional methods for infl uencing behavior. Rather, the proper response to addiction 

is medical treatment.51

The disease model is popular because the compulsive use of alcohol or illegal drugs 

seems irrational and dysfunctional. Why would someone voluntarily make choices that 

are obviously detrimental to their well- being? In addition, many addicts deplore their 

habits and express the desire to quit. Yet despite understanding the terrible costs of their 

behavior, they fail to act on this perception.

The disease model is appealing because it helps to explain such self- defeating conduct. 

The biological and physiological mechanisms behind addiction hijack the ability to weigh 

the costs of drug use against other benefi ts. Changes in the brain make drug- seeking 

natural and predictable – they transform drug use into “rational” behavior. In light of 

the overwhelming need for drugs, there is no reason to expect the addict to reform or 

even resist.

In fact, as Gene Heyman argues, many addicts overcome their addiction. Contrary to 

popular perception, many people use drugs for some period of time and quit. Or they 

spontaneously stop using drugs despite long periods of prior use and entrenched habits. 

Other people, however, do not – or they recover and relapse repeatedly. What accounts 

for these successes and failures? Although life circumstances have some infl uence, they 

don’t fully explain observed patterns. For persons matched on background, education, 

fi nancial resources, and other objective characteristics, some will kick the habit and 

others not. A disease model that views addiction as essentially involuntary cannot easily 

account for these diff erences. If compulsive drug use is impervious to will, incentive, and 

choice, then responses to addiction should not vary so much. Likewise, a choice model 

that posits a unitary calculus of rational decisionmaking falls short of explaining why 

some people engage in harmful, costly, self- destructive behavior, while others refrain or 

permanently abjure drugs.

49 Herrnstein, “Behavior, Reinforcement, and Utility,” supra, at 219.
50 Gene Heyman, Addiction: A Disorder of Choice (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press 

2009).
51 Heyman, supra, at 18–19.
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Heyman’s position is that, although overcoming addiction may be diffi  cult and 

requires confronting strong desires, drug use is a choice that is amenable to voluntary 

control. Heyman’s challenge to the disease model rests on the recognition that human 

psychology admits of more than one method of rational choice. Heyman’s picture of 

compulsive drug use builds on Richard Herrnstein’s observation that decisionmaking 

can occur within alternative frameworks. “It is always possible to choose between avail-

able items one at a time, or to organize the items into sequences and then choose between 

diff erent sequences.”52 In keeping with Herrnstein’s framework, the method of choosing 

between options one at a time, or piecemeal, Heyman designates as “local” choice. “In 

local choice, selecting the better option means choosing the item that currently has the 

higher value.”53 In making that choice, the person compares the immediate short- term 

benefi ts from the available options and ignores future consequences.

In contrast, taking into account the aggregate payoff  from diff erent sequences consti-

tutes “global” choice. An actor makes a global choice by tallying the costs and benefi ts 

of a set of choices over time and selecting the sequence that maximizes payoff . “In global 

choice, the best choice is the collection or sequence of items that has higher value.”54

How might the strategies generated by global or local choice aff ect patterns of drug 

use? According to Heyman, whether or not someone compulsively uses drugs is a func-

tion of whether that person adopts a local or global perspective on choice. As Heyman 

notes, “[l]ocal choice is simple,” but it has severe shortcomings. Specifi cally, “it ignores 

the dynamics that link choice and change in value.”55 Thus, the decision to use, or to con-

tinue to use, drugs can be explained as a failure to appreciate how those choices change 

the value of subsequent alternatives. How do prior choices aff ect future choices in the case 

of drugs? Heyman posits that the payoff s from a particular decision to indulge in drugs 

depends on whether and how often drugs were used on preceding days. In particular, 

Heyman makes the critical assumption that a discrete episode of drug use undermines 

both the value of any subsequent decision to indulge and also the value of a subsequent 

drug- free day. As drug use increases, the “high” from more drugs decreases. Likewise, 

“as drug use increases, the value of the competing nondrug activities decreases.”56 That 

is, drugs undermine the benefi ts of subsequent abstinence. That is because drug use 

erodes the quality of alternatives to drugs, which include the ordinary activities of life. 

The ability to discharge daily responsibilities, work eff ectively, enjoy leisure pursuits, and 

carry on a normal family and social life are all signifi cantly compromised. Thus, although 

the decision to use drugs undeniably generates an attractive and immediate “high,” it has 

a corrosive eff ect on the subsequent benefi ts to be derived both from additional drug use 

and from its alternatives.

Figures 2.13a, 2.13b, and 2.13c demonstrate this dynamic for a stylized 30- day period. 

Figure 2.13a, which illustrates local choice, plots the value of each day (whether of drug 

use or abstinence) against the number of drug choices in the last 30 days. The horizontal 

axis represents the number of prior drug days within the 30- day period. The vertical axis 

52 Id. at 119. 
53 Heyman, supra, at 119.
54 Id. at 119.
55 Id. at 119.
56 Id. at 125.
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shows that the current value of each discrete day of drug use (see top line), or each day 

of abstinence from drugs (see bottom line), decreases as the number of previous drug 

days increases. Thus, the value of the decision to use or abstain from drugs is seen to 

decline with prior drug use. In short, the schedule assigns a larger payoff  to a drug- free 

day if preceded by more drug- free days and a smaller payoff  if preceded by more episodes 

of drug use. Nonetheless, the daily value of drug use always exceeds the daily value of 

abstaining from drugs. Therefore, the day- to- day “rational choice” is to use drugs every 

day, generating a pattern of 30 days of drug use and no days of abstinence. The “local 

choice” equilibrium is continuous and compulsive drug use.

Figures 2.13b and 2.13c, in contrast, illustrate the dynamic of adopting a global point 

of view. Once again, the horizontal axis represents the number of prior drug days within 

the 30- day period. The vertical axis in Figure 2.13b plots the total value of the “market 

basket” combination of drug and non- drug days over the entire 30- day period for each 

discrete combination of drug and non- drug days. The vertical axis in Figure 2.13c plots 

the average value of each day based on the total “market basket” value over the entire 

30- day period for each combination of drug and non- drug days. (This is obtained by 

dividing the aggregate, or “market basket” total for each 30-day combination by 30.) As 

with local choice, the global choice option “refl ect[s] the dynamic relationships between 

choice and changes in value.”57 But computing payoff s based on a global perspective 

57 Id. at 119.
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generates a very diff erent result: “the 30 day sequence with the highest value [is] the one 

that contains no drug days.”58 Whereas the equilibrium for local choice is “always use 

drugs,” the equilibrium for global choice is “never do.”

In the case of addiction, the global perspective reveals that using drugs is always a 

losing strategy when considered in the aggregate and over the long term: the equilib-

rium pattern or optimization from a global choice perspective is complete abstinence. 

Although a person who takes his pleasure one day at a time will use drugs compulsively, 

a person who thinks globally will never use drugs, even though drugs provide more sat-

isfaction on a day- to- day basis than alternatives. The key to understanding this paradox 

is that drug use undermines future benefi ts both from taking drugs and from refraining 

from drugs. The global value declines relentlessly with each drug day, so that the posi-

tive gains accumulated from using drugs over this period can never compensate for the 

deterioration in the quality of non- drug days. The corrosive eff ect of drugs on non- drug 

days means that it is never worthwhile to take drugs even once.

58 Heyman, supra, at 127.
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4.2 Local v Global Choice: Marriage and Reproduction

This diff erence between local and global decisionmaking is critical to the observation 

that choices that maximize individual payoff s in the short term – and thus are “rational” 

from a myopic perspective – can undermine personal welfare when repetitively pursued 

over time, and thus can be regarded as dysfunctional overall. As Gene Heyman observes, 

there are many choice sets that exemplify this pattern. All are characterized by a typical 

“dynamic relationship between choice and changes in value.”59

59 Id. at 119; see also 116–24. Indeed, the pattern generated by diff erent methods of calculating 
costs and benefi ts was fi rst described by Herrnstein and his colleagues in the context of deciding 
which of two restaurants (Chinese or Italian) to visit on successive nights. In that example, as with 
drug use, the subjective value of each choice depends on the pattern of choices that precedes it. 
And the gains from a strategy pursued over time is refl ected in a global perspective, which takes 
the sequence of prior choices into account. In the restaurant example, the relative value of Chinese 
food versus Italian food changes over time as a function of how often each option has previously 
been chosen – specifi cally, the value of Chinese food declines and the pleasure of Italian food 
increases as more Chinese meals are eaten, and vice versa. A strategy informed only by considering 
the nightly relative dining pleasure generates a diff erent pattern of selection than a “market  basket” 
approach that asks which sequence of dining generates the most dining satisfaction overall. See also 
Herrnstein, “Rational Choice Theory: Necessary but not Suffi  cient,” supra, at 360 (developing a 
parallel dynamic example of deciding between using two types of tennis shots over the course of a 
tennis game). 

15

12
x drug choices + (30 – x) non-drug days

6

9

Equilibrium

0

3

0 3 6 9 12 15 18 21 24 27 30

V
al

ue
 o

f a
n 

av
er

ag
e 

da
y

Number of drug choices in the last 30 days

Note: Global choice leads to abstinence.

Source: From Heyman, Addiction: A Disorder of choice.

Figure 2.13c Global average value, 30 days

M2634 - COHEN TEXT.indd   39M2634 - COHEN TEXT.indd   39 27/06/2011   16:4027/06/2011   16:40



40  Research handbook on the economics of family law

A similar dynamic applies by analogy to decisions about personal and sexual behavior. 

Because observed patterns of childbearing, marriage, and divorce are the product of myriad 

choices people make over their lives, decisions regarding family formation and reproduc-

tion are prime candidates for analysis as the product of alternative modes of rational deci-

sionmaking. Important similarities between drug addiction and intimate behaviors speak 

to the potential relevance of this model. First, starting about 50 years ago, a signifi cant 

dispersion emerged in behaviors related both to drug use and sexual conduct. For drugs, 

some people reacted to the greater availability of and tolerance for drugs by engaging in 

compulsive drug use or becoming addicted, whereas others, despite some experimenta-

tion, kept their drug use within bounds. Likewise, for sexual and reproductive conduct, 

some people took advantage of looser mores in some ways (for example, by engaging in 

premarital sex) while continuing to adhere to traditional patterns of family life (by getting 

and staying married), whereas others rejected past practices in most or all respects. In both 

cases, patterns of response were not evenly distributed throughout the population.

Second, in both arenas, signifi cant numbers of people routinely and repeatedly appear 

to engage in “irrational,” self- defeating, or maladaptive behaviors. Their decisions 

often seem contrary to their own best interests and harmful to family and loved ones. 

In addition, there exists a disjunction between professed ideals and behavior. Persons 

from groups with low marriage rates and fragile partnerships often express reverence for 

traditional relationships and purport to hold marriage in high regard. And they aspire 

to marriage for themselves.60 Although the evidence is sketchy and mainly anecdotal, 

poor women – and men – frequently say they desire to marry “some day.”61 Nonetheless, 

signifi cant and growing numbers fail to do so.62

60 Ethnographers report on repeated affi  rmations by unmarried mothers and fathers of the 
importance, desirability, and value of marriage and an expressed aversion to divorce. See, e.g., 
Edin and Reed, “Why Don’t They Just Get Married?,” supra; Renata Forste, “Maybe Someday: 
Marriage and Cohabitation among Low- Income Fathers,” in L. Kowaleski- Jones and N. 
Wolfi nger, eds., Fragile Families and the Marriage Agenda (New York: Springer, 2006) 189–209. 
Some commentators believe that less educated persons are especially driven by a fear of divorce, 
with the high failure rate of marriages within this group fueling a greater reluctance to enter into 
marriage in the fi rst place. See, e.g., Edin and Reed, “Why Don’t They Just Get Married?,” supra, 
at 129 (“Policymakers must realize that one reason why poor men and women may hold the eco-
nomic and relationship bar to marriage so high is that they are strongly averse to divorce and are 
convinced that divorce makes a mockery of an institution they revere.”).

61 See Edin and Reed, supra; Forste, supra. In fact, the evidence suggests a more complex 
picture. As Andrew Cherlin observes, “women in low- income neighborhoods .  .  . don’t think 
having children early will hurt their chances of marrying later and don’t think it’s embarrassing.” 
Moreover, almost half the women Cherlin surveyed agreed that “it is not important for a woman to 
get married,” a statement that the author observes represents a “cultural sea change since the mid- 
twentieth century.” Cherlin, supra, at 166. For men, the ethnographic picture is similarly mixed, 
with some working class men claiming to aspire to marriage, while others, especially in disadvan-
taged, inner city neighborhoods, expressing reluctance to commit to monogamy and a macho desire 
to “play the fi eld.” See, e.g., Forste, supra, at 189–209. See also, e.g., Elijah Anderson, Code of the 
Street: Decency, Violence, and the Moral Life of the Inner City (New York: W.W. Norton, 1989); 
Orlando Patterson, Rituals of Blood: Consequences of Slavery in Two American Centuries (New 
York: Basic Civites 1998). 

62 The failure of aspirations is captured by the following description of the growing class divide: 
“[S]imple familial stability has become part of the package of private privileges available to the 
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The combination of vaunting goals and the failure to achieve them is often cited as 

evidence that attitudes towards marriage do not diff er signifi cantly across social groups. 

As discussed already, social scientists point to economic barriers and resource- based 

impediments as the primary causes of disparate marriage rates. On this view, adverse 

circumstances, not variations in values, account for the gap between stated objectives 

and their achievement. In fact, however, the observed disjunction invites comparison 

with addiction. Like the desire to be drug free, the desire to achieve a stable and enduring 

marriage often fails to translate into the steps needed to reach that goal. Although the 

poor and less educated claim to venerate traditional family life, these ideals are abstract.63 

Lofty sentiments need not translate into the more particularized perceptions, inclina-

tions, and actions that help sustain long- term bonds, and persons who venerate marriage 

will not necessarily appreciate how their decisions can frustrate their aspirations. Because 

the connection between traditional objectives and the daily habits of thought and conduct 

needed to realize them is not obvious, people may not understand how to get from where 

they are to where they wish to be.

The analysis proposed here helps address this dissonance and the puzzle of family 

collapse. The contention here is that the patterns of marital and reproductive behavior 

observed today refl ect a disparity in the propensity of individuals from diff erent socio-

demographic groups to adopt local or global decisionmaking in the conduct of their 

intimate lives. The decisions that people make in this sphere routinely confront them with 

the option of adopting a myopic “local” perspective involving a short- term assessment 

of costs and benefi ts, or a broad “global” framework for evaluating choices in light of 

an overall life plan. The dynamic described below demonstrates how these two diff erent 

modes of choice can generate starkly disparate patterns of family formation and repro-

duction, ranging from high rates of marriage, marital longevity, and traditional two- 

parent families to seemingly “dysfunctional” patterns of single parenthood, fatherless 

families, and unstable, short- lived and often simultaneous liaisons.

In trying to develop a model that explains observed behaviors, the analysis below 

posits two stylized scenarios that face individuals seeking to form and maintain intimate 

relationships. In both, an individual is assumed to embark on an initial relationship 

with a person of the opposite sex. The person then encounters an opportunity to cheat 

on that relationship by forming another “illicit” liaison. In the fi rst (the simultaneous 

relationship scenario), the person will decide whether and how to carry on both rela-

tionships simultaneously. In the second (the switching scenario), he (or she) will decide 

whether and when to abandon the fi rst relationship in favor of a new partner. As will 

be demonstrated, the decisions taken and the course of conduct pursued will diff er dra-

matically depending on whether options are viewed locally or globally. Global choice 

will lead to stable, long-term relationships. Local choice will not.

well- to- do.  .  .  . [I]n today’s society, traditional values have become aspirational. Lower- income 
individuals simply live in a much more disrupted society. . . than do the middle-  and upper- middle 
class people they want to be like.” Garance Franke- Ruta, “Remapping the Culture Debate,” 
American Prospect (Feb. 2006). 

63 See note 60 supra.
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4.2.1  Simultaneous partners: the decision to be faithful or unfaithful

The model starts with an exclusive sexual relationship. This relationship may have 

recently formed or may have endured for some fi xed period. This initial partnership is 

marked by mutual attraction and is fundamentally satisfying to both parties. The rela-

tionship may increase in value for both partners as trust and intimacy builds, or the value 

for each partner may fl uctuate over time.64

The simultaneous partnership model posits a 30- day period in the life of this initial 

relationship. Whether newly minted or of longer duration, the relationship reaches the 

point where it off ers each partner a designated daily benefi t. As depicted in Table 2.1, the 

partners begin the relevant period with 28 units each of “relationship capital,” or value 

to each. (For simplicity, it is assumed that each partner enjoys the same payoff  for each 

day. Although many relationships will deviate from this, the premise is not essential to 

the model and can be varied in further refi nements, as noted below). At the beginning 

of the period in Table 2.1, however, one partner (or the other) confronts the option to 

“defect” from the relationship by being sexually unfaithful or embarking on an aff air. For 

simplicity, the chart looks at the choices facing one of the partners over a 30- day period. 

For each day within the period, the potentially unfaithful partner must decide whether to 

succumb to the temptation of the illicit liaison on that day. Table 2.1 reveals a hypotheti-

cal pattern of payoff s that guides the partner’s choices over time.

Table 2.1 lists possible combinations of faithful and unfaithful days over a 30- day 

period. The choice to be faithful (F- day) or unfaithful (un- F day) on any given day yields 

a net benefi t or payoff , refl ecting the immediate value of each option as listed in the third 

and fourth columns respectively of Table 2.1. This schedule of benefi ts from each choice 

over the 30- day period is graphed in Figure 2.14. The schedule has two key features. 

First, on a day- by- day basis, being unfaithful always promises more benefi ts than remain-

ing faithful. The assigned values reveal that the prospect of engaging in an illicit sexual 

encounter on any particular day is always more attractive than the alternative: the initial 

episode of infi delity yields 30 units of benefi t for the defecting partner, which exceeds that 

day’s payoff  of 28 units from remaining faithful, and so on for the possible permutations 

over the 30- day period. A second key element of the schedule is that the value of each 

choice for each day is dynamically related to the partner’s prior conduct – that is, the 

number of times within the period that the partner has chosen to be unfaithful. To para-

phrase Gene Heyman, each daily decision “refl ects the dynamic relationships between 

choice and changes in value.”65 (In modeling this dynamic, it is assumed, as with the 

drug example, that the actual sequence of faithful and unfaithful days within the period 

does not matter – all that matters is the frequency of each. Thus, for simplicity, the table 

represents the combination of x days of infi delity and (30 2 x) days of fi delity as an initial 

sequence of x days followed by the choice whether to continue that sequence, or not). In 

keeping with the parallel dynamic of addiction, the yield from a day of fi delity, or a day 

64 For example, after the fi rst thrill and an idyllic period, the relationship may lose some value 
as partners work out areas of confl ict or tension. It should also be noted that this version of the 
model does not rest on the assumption that sexual exclusivity enhances relationship quality over 
time, although that may often be true. 

65 See Heyman, supra, at 119.
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of infi delity, declines as the decision to be unfaithful is made more frequently and the total 

number of episodes of infi delity within the pertinent period increases.

These features of the payoff  scheme generate a situation in which how a person will 

“rationally” choose among available options depends on the framework for choice. As 

with the drug example, the course of action will vary with whether the decision- maker 

adopts a local or global perspective. As an initial matter, the aff air is desirable: the extra- 

curricular love interest is more attractive than the initial partner. Indeed, that is the case 

on each and every day where options are considered in isolation. Thus, on a day- to- day 

basis, embarking on an extra- marital adventure, and continuing it, is unquestionably the 

strategy of choice. It is obvious that a “local” perspective – which assesses the relative 

Table 2.1 Simultaneous relationship – daily values

F days un- F days Value 

F day

Value 

un- F day

“Global” payoff  

(30 days)

Average payoff  

per day

30  0 28 30 840.0 28.0

29  1 27.5 30 827.5 27.6

28  2 27 29 814.0 27.1

27  3 26.5 29 802.5 26.8

26  4 26 28 788.0 26.3

25  5 25.5 28 777.5 25.9

24  6 25 27 764.4 25.5

23  7 24 27 740.6 24.7

22  8 23 26 717.9 23.9

21  9 22 26 696.3 23.2

20 10 21 26 675.7 22.5

19 11 20 25 656.3 21.9

18 12 19 25 637.9 21.3

17 13 18 24 620.6 20.7

16 14 16.5 24 596.4 19.9

15 15 15 23 574.3 19.1

14 16 14.5 23 568.3 18.9

13 17 13 22 549.3 18.3

12 18 12.5 22 544.5 18.1

11 19 11 21 528.7 17.6

10 20 10 21 520.0 17.3

 9 21 9 21 512.4 17.1

 8 22 8 20 505.9 16.9

 7 23 7 20 500.5 16.7

 6 24 6 19 496.1 16.5

 5 25 5.5 19 495.4 16.5

 4 26 5 18 488.0 16.3

 3 27 4.5 17 472.5 15.8

 2 28 4 16 456.0 15.2

 1 29 3.5 15 438.5 14.6

 0 30 3 14 420.0 14.0

Notes: For Figure 2.14. Combinations of F days and un-F days: 30-day period.
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payoff s from the options day by day – dictates a “rational” decision to defect from the 

relationship and indulge in an episode of infi delity. Indeed, on each day, the choice is clear: 

the value of being unfaithful exceeds the value of maintaining exclusivity, and the payoff  

from the aff air dominates the payoff  from fi delity. As with the drug use example, “in local 

choice, choosing the better option means choosing the item that currently has the higher 

value.”66 On the fi fth day of the sequence, for example, the value of an unfaithful day is 

28, and of a faithful day is 25.5, so being unfaithful is better. Looking only at the payoff  

for that day, a rational “local” decision- maker will elect to continue the liaison. The same 

is true for every day. Thus, the “equilibrium” for a local choice perspective is to maintain 

the illicit relationship and cheat on the spouse continuously.

Viewed from a global perspective, however, the choice set is radically diff erent. As 

Table 2.1 and Figure 2.14 reveal, the “global” payoff  – or total value over a 30- day 

stretch – declines relentlessly as the number of illicit episodes increases. Thus, a pattern of 

four days of infi delity and 26 faithful days out of 30 yields a total payoff  to the defecting 

partner of 788 units, or an average of 26.3 per day. In contrast, consistent fi delity over 

this period yields 840 total units of value, with a daily average of 28. Maintaining the 

secondary (or illicit) liaison over the entire period generates a total benefi t (listed at the 

bottom of the table) of only 420 units, or an average of 14 per day, which is half the yield 

from consistent fi delity (listed at the top). Indeed, as with the drug example, complete 

“abstinence” – or refraining from extra- curricular involvements altogether – is the glo-

bally rational strategy of choice. From this perspective, the watchword is “Just say no.”

The assumptions behind this model help explain the seemingly counterintuitive result: 

that it is better to stay the course than succumb to temptation. This is especially jarring in 

light of the manifest attractions of the illicit dalliance. Indeed, by defi nition, the extracur-

ricular relationship has a higher payoff  each day than the primary relationship – else the 

cheating partner would not be tempted to stray in the fi rst place. And, anyway, aren’t two 

66 Heyman, supra, at 119.
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women better than one? These intuitions only carry weight in the short term, however. 

Assessing the payoff  for the entire time- frame yields a contrary result.

As with drug use, the contrast between local decisionmaking and global decision-

making in intimate relationships could not be more stark. One says “Do it every day.” 

The other counsels “Never do.” What explains the paradox? The result depends on 

the assumption that cheating will ordinarily have a negative eff ect on the value of the 

primary relationship: by hypothesis, each episode of infi delity erodes the quality of the 

fi rst partnership. As the episodes continue, the erosion will at fi rst be gradual, but then 

may proceed at an accelerating pace as growing complications strain the bond. How 

might this happen? The betrayed partner will likely suff er from the distracted partner’s 

neglect or sense that something is amiss. If an aff air is suspected or revealed (and because 

clandestine relationships are hard to maintain, many will eventually out), there will be 

jealousy, anger and recriminations, or even open hostility. In addition, such liaisons 

may – and in some quarters routinely do – result in pregnancy and the birth of one or 

more extra- marital children.67 These developments can seriously undermine the quality 

and emotional value of the initial relationship. The model assumes that these eff ects are 

incremental and build over time.

What about the illicit relationship? The model rests on the premise that cheating off ers 

a compelling temptation: in the short term, taking a lover is better than remaining faith-

ful. But the satisfactions of an illicit relationship are also dynamic over time, and depend 

on the previous pattern of conduct. The schedule in Table 2.1 rests on a prediction that 

the payoff s from cheating will also gradually slide. Why assume this? A secondary love 

interest may be fun and sexually compelling, and can off er novelty, companionship, and 

enjoyment. But, in most cases, these pleasures will either gradually decline or will be over-

balanced by the downside costs. The need to maintain secrecy and the fear of discovery 

may start to chafe and take their toll. If the primary bond is simultaneously maintained 

(which this example assumes), it will be diffi  cult for the love interest to develop into a 

fully satisfying, serious monogamous relationship. There will be little compensatory 

“upside” in deepening emotional ties, uninterrupted time together, and shared activities 

and projects. Also, the lover may put increasing pressure on the unfaithful partner to 

abandon his or her primary relationship or, at the very least, pay less attention to the 

other partner. All these vexations can undermine the benefi ts from an illicit aff air. To 

be sure, not all secondary love interests will follow this pattern. However, the evidence – 

which reveals the tensions caused by cheating and the fragility and short- lived nature of 

many liaisons within some sociodemographic groups – suggests that a signifi cant number 

do.68

67 See, e.g., Mary Sinkewicz and Irwin Garfi nkel, “Unwed Fathers’ Ability to Pay Child 
Support: New Estimates Accounting for Multiple Partner Fertility,” 46 Demography (May 2009) 
(fi nding in a large urban cohort that, for nearly 60% of unmarried couples with a new baby, one 
or both of the parents also had a child by a previous partner). See also Cherlin, supra, at 95; and 
research cited in Wax, “Engines of Inequality,” at 595–6.

68 On the point that some liaisons do not follow this model, see discussion infra. As for infi del-
ity with multiple partners, these relationships represent variations on a theme, with the strategy 
assumed to follow the same basic template as a single aff air, or more so: the payoff  from each 
liaison begins as relatively high, but eventually starts to erode as it encroaches on existing bonds. 
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In sum, the decline in the value of the primary relationship, combined with the stresses 

on the secondary liaison, creates a situation in which the global value of infi delity over 

the entire 30- day period is always less than the overall gains from remaining consistently 

faithful. The model assumes that each additional day of infi delity so undermines the value 

of the primary relationship that it is never worth cheating even once. The upside payoff s 

from the illicit liaison – which also declines over time in this example – cannot compensate 

for this deterioration in the value of the initial partnership.

It is notable that the optimality of the global strategy does not depend on never 

encountering an individual who is more attractive than one’s current partner, nor does 

it require that the current relationship be more desirable than any rival opportunity 

that might appear on the scene. That the superiority of fi delity is not a matter of select-

ing the perfect partner is fortunate, or else few people would marry or remain married! 

Rather, success depends on adopting a particular framework for decisionmaking: think-

ing about one’s life as a whole – that is, considering consequences overall and in the 

longer term – rather than focusing more narrowly on immediate benefi ts. Nonetheless, 

the reality is that sexual temptation is everywhere. The opportunity to choose between 

relatively desirable options does routinely confront people from all sociodemographic 

groups who must navigate the world of interpersonal relations. No one can long avoid 

asking the question: why stick with the present partner if something better comes along? 

Local thinking provides no good reason to stay the course. Rather, local choice makes 

it “rational” to cheat.

In contrast, global thinking provides a diff erent answer. The common thread that ties 

together addiction and personal relationships is the corrosive eff ect of the immediately 

gratifying choice on the alternatives to that choice. It is critical to the explanatory power 

of this model, and its ability to account for observed demographic patterns, that the 

relentless decline in the quality of the primary relationship will not only reduce the total 

benefi ts of this strategy, but will often cause the primary relationship’s demise. At some 

point, the cheating encouraged by local choice will so erode the partnership that it will 

no longer be worthwhile to stay together. The relationship will break down and the part-

ners will go their separate ways. That result does not necessarily follow simply from the 

schedule of payoff s depicted. Those payoff s do not in themselves reveal the lower limit on 

what either party will tolerate, or when each will decide to call it quits.69 The model does 

predict, however, that local choice will interfere with marriage primarily by destabilizing 

relationships, thus hastening premarital breakups, or fostering divorce.

In sum, the assumptions of this model operate to create the context in which 

Simultaneous relationships can be expected to have smaller absolute payoff s in the short and long 
term, due to diminishing returns, greater complications, and the relative paucity of time and atten-
tion denoted to each. As for repetitive serial monogamy, an alternative model of failed relationships 
that focuses on episodic switching rather than simultaneous liaisons is set out below. See infra.

69 See Amy L. Wax, “Bargaining in the Shadow of the Market,” 84 Virginia Law Review (1998) 
509. Indeed, the model is incomplete in not supplying the value of the payoff s to the betrayed 
partner, which will of course aff ect the relationship’s dynamics. The model implicitly indulges the 
conceit that the value for each partner is similar and will vary in the same way depending on one 
partner’s choices. Even if the payoff s do not match precisely, it is probably safe to assume that they 
are highly interdependent. See discussion infra. 
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individuals confront the ongoing choice whether to maintain an exclusive relationship or 

to be unfaithful. The contrast between local and global choice reveals that the “rational” 

strategy depends on the frame of reference. For those who take the global view, a relation-

ship that looks attractive and compelling in the short run (and continues to be so) may 

prove unwise overall. In the end, the decision to be unfaithful will often make the decision- 

maker worse off , and the best strategy is to eschew this choice altogether. The global value 

declines relentlessly because the thrill of the unfaithful episodes can never compensate for 

the deterioration of the primary bond. In contrast, global value is maximized by sticking 

with the initial partner and staying the course.

Indeed, it can be anticipated that global thinking will often encourage individuals to 

engage in behaviors that further enhance the gains from fi delity. Partners who apprehend 

and appreciate the benefi ts of successful long- term unions may shape their behavior to 

realize these advantages. They may, for example, try harder to resolve diff erences or 

achieve compromise. These behavioral eff ects may compound the value of long- term 

commitments. The point is, however, that these benefi ts are only available if the partici-

pants adopt a global perspective. It is only on this view that resisting temptation becomes 

a rational strategy. And it is only if temptation is resisted that the long- term benefi ts are 

forthcoming.

Is the analysis here plausible in light of what we know about the dynamics of ordinary 

opposite- sex relationships?70 Although the model builds in some simplifying assumptions 

that may not be universally valid,71 it nonetheless comports with common sense and 

predicts what we see. A critical assumption is that infi delity undermines existing relation-

ships. In fact, free love has not yet proved workable and non- exclusive sexual liaisons 

tend to be unstable. Despite a dramatic evolution of sexual mores over the past 50 years, 

norms regarding sexual fi delity have remained remarkably durable. Sexual exclusivity is 

still a central aspect of serious romantic relationships, with most people expecting and 

demanding it.72 In light of this, fi delity or a pledge of fi delity is probably a prerequisite 

to marriage and critical to marital longevity. These goals are seriously compromised by 

a myopic, local perspective on relationships.

In contrast to the posited corrosive eff ects of infi delity on the primary relationship, the 

assumption that prolonged infi delity will erode the value of the illicit relationship may 

strike some as more dubious. The example assumes that the secondary relationship will 

decline in value over time primarily because of a lover’s escalating demands and the limi-

tations inherent in carrying on two relationships. But this may not always be the case. The 

value of the alternative relationship need not decline, and may even improve somewhat 

with time. One or both lovers may not be seeking a deep and intense emotional bond, and 

the absence of such entanglements may be viewed as a positive benefi t.

Alternatively, an aff air may proceed from grand passion and fl ower into a durable 

70 This chapter restricts consideration to opposite- sex relationships, and does not take on the 
question of how homosexual partnerships might or might not diff er.

71 See discussion infra and supra.
72 See, e.g., Judith Treas and Deirdre Giesen, “Sexual Infi delity among Married and Cohabiting 

Americans,” 62 Journal of Marriage and Family (Feb. 2000) 48–60, 48 (“Virtually all American 
couples, married or cohabiting, expect sexual exclusivity of one another . . . Couples’ agreements 
about sexual exclusivity are a contractual condition of their unions.”). 
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long- term partnership, superior in every way to the one it replaced. Or lovers may fall 

genuinely in love and invest deeply in their relationship, which will greatly enhance its 

value. In those cases, the liaison may be worth initiating and continuing regardless of 

whether the primary relationship deteriorates to the point of a break- up. That is, even a 

global perspective would occasionally counsel divorce and remarriage. Indeed, these sce-

narios will generate a not unfamiliar phenomenon: the one- time serial monogamist, who 

forsakes a poor match for a better one. By hypothesis, however, this variation does not 

issue in an endless series of new entanglements and break- ups. The switch will presum-

ably be a one- off  as the new relationship now takes on the characteristics of the primary 

partnership in our example: global decision making should by rights inure it to the routine 

temptations that inevitably arise. Thus, although global thinkers are not wholly immune 

from lapses or failed relationships, those failures will not necessarily repeat themselves or 

become a way of life. Moreover, the model assumes that most aff airs will be the product 

of local thinking, which will not produce stability in the long run. Thus aff airs that 

produce a stable second marriage will be atypical.

As noted, the model also rests on the assumption that infi delity ordinarily erodes the 

value of the cheated- on relationship to the point of collapse. But the prediction that the 

initial partnership will inevitably suff er need not always be valid. It is possible to imagine 

a liaison with a very diff erent structure of payoff s – one that would stabilize in a long- 

running extra- marital aff air. The primary relationship may not deteriorate much or at 

all, because the aff air remains a secret, or the betrayed spouse accepts it. Alternatively, 

the relationship deteriorates, but not to the “breaking point,” which allows the unfaith-

ful spouse to continue cheating without destroying the initial partnership. The second-

ary relationship may improve in value enough, and/or the primary relationship suff er so 

little erosion, as to make some degree of infi delity optimal even on a global calculus. In 

all these cases, the pattern of payoff s, or the consequences for the initial relationship, will 

clearly diff er from those depicted in our example. But, once again, it is assumed that such 

scenarios will be exceptional.

In sum, the assumptions of this stylized model will not apply in all cases, and the pre-

dicted outcomes admit of exceptions. Not all “local choice” scenarios will issue in the 

repeated failure to form or maintain stable monogamous relationships, nor will all two- 

timing prove undesirable or destabilizing from a global choice perspective. The prediction 

here is not all or nothing, but rather more or less. Local thinking will tend to destabalize 

relationships, while a global approach will, on balance, have the opposite eff ect.

Indeed, as examples below show, these predictions will hold good within a fairly wide 

range of conditions, with considerable variations on the theme possible. For instance, 

a decline in the value of the secondary relationship is not essential. As Tables 2.2 and 

2.3, and Figures 2.15 and 2.16 illustrate, even if the secondary relationship plateaus or 

improves over the course of a liaison, avoiding illicit involvements can still be globally 

optimal in many cases, so long as the value of the primary relationship is signifi cantly 

undermined by infi delity. In Figure 2.15 (which depicts the values in Table 2.2), the sec-

ondary relationship holds its value better, declining from 30 daily units of satisfaction to 

18. As in Figure 2.14, the illicit partner remains comparatively more attractive than the 

initial partner as the relationship continues, but the gulf is even larger than for Figure 

2.14. Nonetheless, the global equilibrium remains the same. Likewise, in Figure 2.16 (cor-

responding to the values in Table 2.3), the illicit relationship stabilizes and then improves 
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as it proceeds, with a fi nal daily payoff  of 21 units. Once again, the global equilibrium is 

unchanged. Indeed, on a wide range of initial assumptions, the global point of view yields 

the same lesson: don’t do it. That is because the benefi ts of the illicit relationship will fail 

to compensate for its corrosive eff ect on the primary relationship, and thus the global 

payoff  from infi delity will fall short of the equilibrium value of fi delity. Global thinkers 

will eschew infi delity over a substantial range of conditions.

4.2.2 Switching partners: the decision to stay or go

The scenarios examined so far posit an initial relationship of variable duration – either 

one that has recently formed or that has been ongoing for some time. In response to the 

Table 2.2 Simultaneous relationship

F days un- F days Value 

F day

Value 

un- F day

“Global” payoff  

(30 days)

Average payoff  

per day

30  0 28 30 840.0 28.0

29  1 27.5 30 827.5 27.6

28  2 27 29 814.0 27.1

27  3 26.5 29 802.5 26.8

26  4 26 28 788.0 26.3

25  5 25.5 28 777.5 25.9

24  6 25 27 764.4 25.5

23  7 24 27 740.6 24.7

22  8 23 26 717.9 23.9

21  9 22 26 696.3 23.2

20 10 21 26 675.7 22.5

19 11 20 25 656.3 21.9

18 12 19 25 637.9 21.3

17 13 18 24 620.6 20.7

16 14 16.5 24 596.4 19.9

15 15 15 23 574.3 19.1

14 16 14.5 23 568.3 18.9

13 17 13 22 549.3 18.3

12 18 12.5 22 544.5 18.1

11 19 11 21 528.7 17.6

10 20 10 21 520.0 17.3

 9 21 9 21 512.4 17.1

 8 22 8 20 505.9 6.9

 7 23 7 20 500.5 16.7

 6 24 6 19 496.1 16.5

 5 25 5.5 19 495.4 16.5

 4 26 5 18 488.0 16.3

 3 27 4.5 18 499.5 16.7

 2 28 4 18 512.0 17.1

 1 29 3.5 18 525.5 17.5

 0 30 3 18 540.0 18.0

Note: For Figure 2.15. Choice between F day and un-F day: 30-day period.
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possibility of sexual infi delity, one partner confronts the choice of whether to cheat on 

the relationship or not. Either the partner remains faithful, or he embarks on two simul-

taneous relationships. But carrying on two relationships at once is not the only possible 

strategy. Instead of two- timing the initial partner, a person could decide to abandon that 

partner for another. In playing out the options represented by this scenario, the choice is 

between sticking with the original partner or switching to a new partner. Which of these 

strategies represents the “rational” strategy in turn implicates the contrast between local 

and global choice.

In this scenario, an individual is assumed to meet an attractive person and start a rela-

tionship. After some period of cultivating the relationship, the person encounters another 

Table 2.3 Simultaneous relationship

F days un- F days Value 

F day

Value 

un- F day

“Global” payoff  

(30 days)

Average payoff  

per day

30  0 28 30 840.0 28.0

29  1 27.5 30 827.5 27.6

28  2 27 29 814.0 27.1

27  3 26.5 29 802.5 26.8

26  4 26 28 788.0 26.3

25  5 25.5 28 777.5 25.9

24  6 25 27 764.4 25.5

23  7 24 27 740.6 24.7

22  8 23 26 717.9 23.9

21  9 22 26 696.3 23.2

20 10 21 26 675.7 22.5

19 11 20 25 656.3 21.9

18 12 19 25 637.9 21.3

17 13 18 24 620.6 20.7

16 14 16.5 24 596.4 19.9

15 15 15 23 574.3 19.1

14 16 14.5 23 568.3 18.9

13 17 13 22 549.3 18.3

12 18 12.5 22 544.5 18.1

11 19 11 21 528.7 17.6

10 20 10 21 520.0 17.3

 9 21 9 21 512.4 17.1

 8 22 8 20 505.9 16.9

 7 23 7 20 500.5 16.7

 6 24 6 19 496.1 16.5

 5 25 5.5 19 495.4 16.5

 4 26 5 18 488.0 16.3

 3 27 4.5 18 499.5 16.7

 2 28 4 19 540.0 18.0

 1 29 3.5 20 583.5 19.5

 0 30 3 21 630.0 21.0

Note: For Figure 2.16. Choice between F day and un-F day: 30-day period.
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potential partner who seems more attractive than the fi rst. He or she must then decide 

whether to “switch” – that is, abandon his initial partner and start a new relationship – or 

stick with the initial partner. Will the individual succumb to the new person’s charms and 

abandon the fi rst partner?

A possible payoff  structure informing this choice is refl ected in Tables 2.4 and 2.5. Table 

2.4 (and Figure 2.17) depict stylized daily payoff s from a relationship over the fi rst half of 

a 30- day period. The payoff  at day 1 is 26. The relationship has its ups and down as the 

partners get to know each other, but it eventually improves and stabilizes at a daily (local) 

value of 38, or total (global) relationship- specifi c payoff  for the entire period of 459, on 

day 15, achieving an average value per day of 30.6. Now consider Table 2.5 (and Figure 

2.18a). Assume another potential partner comes along a few days after the commence-

ment of the fi rst relationship. That partner seems more attractive, as refl ected in an initial 

(local) value of 27. That value exceeds the coincident value of the relationship with the fi rst 

partner (25). A person who “thinks locally” will jump ship and switch to the new partner, 
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who off ers a higher payoff  than the original partner. But a person who is thinking globally 

about present and future benefi ts during the entire period will make a diff erent decision. 

Having already invested in the fi rst relationship and anticipating that its value will grow 

and eventually stabilize (but only if the relationship remains exclusive), the global thinker 

will stay the course. Comparisons of the schedules in Tables 2.4 and 2.5 (and Figures 

Table 2.4 Partner no. 1

Day Value/day – local choice Total (all days) Avg. value/day – global 

choice

 1 26  26 26

 2 25  51 25.5

 3 24  75 25

 4 25 100 25

 5 26 126 25.2

 6 27 153 25.5

 7 28 181 25.9

 8 29 210 26.3

 9 30 240 26.7

10 33 273 27.3

11 35 308 28

12 37 345 28.8

13 38 383 29.5

14 38 421 30.1

15 38 459 30.6

Table 2.5 Switching partners, no. 1 to no. 2

Day Partner no. 1 Value/

day – local choice

Partner no. 2 

Value/day – local 

choice

Total 

(all days)

Switching Avg. 

value/day – global 

choice

 1 26  26 26

 2 25  51 25.5

 3 24  75 25

 4 25 100 25

 5 [25] 27 127 25.4

 6 26 153 25.5

 7 25 178 25.4

 8 25 203 25.3

 9 26 229 25.4

10 27 256 25.6

11 28 284 25.8

12 30 314 26.1

13 32 346 26.6

14 33 379 27.1

15 34 423 28.2
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2.17, 2.18a, and 2.18b) illustrate that someone who remains faithful can expect a greater 

overall, and thus daily average, payoff  for the entire 15- day period by staying with the fi rst 

partner rather than switching to the second. If a person stays with the initial relationship 

for 15 days, he can expect to achieve a stable partnership value of 38, with a total payoff  

from this period of 459 and an average daily payoff  of 30.6. But if he embarks on a new 

relationship four days into this period, and that liaison follows the usual stylized pattern 

(initially wavering as partners work out the kinks, then stabilizing and starting to grow in 

value), the partnership will achieve a total daily value of 34 at the end of the initial 15- day 

period, with a total payoff  during that period of 423, averaging 28.2 units per day. That 

is signifi cantly less than the gains from the initial partnership if continued for the entire 

period. Thus, even assuming the alternative partner is consistently more attractive locally 

than the person she replaces, a global calculus reveals that staying with the fi rst partner is 

the value- maximizing strategy. See Figures 2.18a and 2.18b (depicting the global average 

payoff  from switching partners versus staying with partner no.1).

This exercise assesses the global value of switching partners midstream from the start 

of the fi rst relationship. But why not reset the clock again upon meeting a new partner, 

on the assumption that the relationship with the more attractive person will follow a 

trajectory similar to that anticipated from the fi rst? Indeed, since the new relationship 

commences from a better starting point, won’t it accumulate more value over a similar 
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Figure 2.18b Switching partners: global versus local choice
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interval? As Table 2.6 and Figure 2.19 illustrate, projecting ahead 15 days from the initia-

tion of the second relationship could be expected to generate more benefi ts than a similar 

period for the fi rst relationship, with the same trend presumably continuing for 30 days 

and beyond. Thus, the decision to switch partners would appear to make sense not only 

on a local choice frame, but also from a global point of view.

This appearance is misleading. First, starting from square one fails to take account of 

the investments made in the fi rst relationship. Starting the talley over from the beginning 

of each new relationship fails to capture the lost value of the partnership (or partner-

ships) left behind. But the more serious problem with the “new day” scenario is that it is 

inherently unstable. On this view, a rational actor will abandon the second relationship 

immediately if someone more attractive comes along who promises initial (and, on the 

“new day” assumption, long- term) payoff s greater than the fi rst partnership. And such 

prospects can be expected to appear with regularity. The arrival on the scene of each 

prospect will cause the protagonist to jump ship, generating a series of scenarios like 

the one described above. But this creates an infi nite regress: because each relationship is 

vulnerable to the same calculus, none will last. A pattern of chronic instability will result. 

(It is interesting to note, however, that resisting temptation and staying with the original 

partner for a suffi  ciently long time may eventually extinguish the incentive to switch, as 

that partner’s local value will eventually exceed the payoff  from the hypothetical new 

partner. But local thinking all but obviates such a development.)
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This stylized example assumes that many opposite- sex relationships will grow more 

valuable with time, and that rewards from exclusivity will often take time to accrue. (In 

contrast, the “two- timing” model in the previous section does not rest on the premise that 

long- term partnerships steadily improve: it only assumes that infi delity will undermine 

a competing relationship.) Both examples assume, however, that the virtues of fi delity 

are hard for some to apprehend, and temptation is everywhere. By switching partners, a 

person never realizes the benefi ts of an enduring bond nor reaps the long- term rewards of 

stable family life. Of course, as already noted, not all relationships follow this trajectory 

and not all deliver happiness in the long term. Some are beyond salvage, turn irretriev-

ably sour, or lose their value altogether. There may sometimes be good reasons, on any 

“rational” view, to leave a partner or abandon one relationship for another. The premise 

here, however, is that those cases are the exception rather than the rule. Assuming a rea-

sonably successful match, the functional default for global thinkers is staying with what 

you have. The point is that local thinking can disrupt relationships that, even if far from 

ideal, have the potential to endure and yield substantial rewards.

4.3 Explaining Changes in Family Structure: Does the Model Fit?

A diff erence in the propensity to make local or global choices goes a long way towards 

explaining the demographic dispersion in patterns of family life. As noted, signifi cant 

disparities have emerged by race and social class in family formation and stability. 

Transient or short- lived liaisons, sometimes involving periods of cohabitation but infre-

quently resulting in marriage, are rapidly becoming the norm for less educated cohorts 

and already dominate in the black community. Out- of- wedlock births are signifi cantly 

more common in these demographic groups, and their marriages break up more often. In 

contrast, persons with more education, and especially white college graduates, still marry 

Table 2.6 Partner no. 2

Day Value/day – local choice Total (all days) Avg. value/day – global 

choice

 1 27  27 25.4

 2 26  53 26.5

 3 25  78 26

 4 25 103 25.8

 5 26 129 25.8

 6 27 156 26

 7 28 184 26.2

 8 30 214 26.8

 9 32 246 27.3

10 33 279 27.9

11 34 313 28.5

12 37 350 29.2

13 39 389 29.9

14 40 429 30.6

15 40 469 31.3
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at very high rates. Their risk of divorce has declined signifi cantly since the 1980s and they 

rarely have children out of wedlock.

By leading people to take advantage of new and seemingly better opportunities, local 

choice generates a pattern of infi delity, short- lived liaisons, and fragile partnerships. 

These in turn interfere with the development of enduring long- term bonds and undermine 

the prospects for stable marriages. The expected results include lower marriage rates, a 

rise in short- term cohabitation, more multiple partner fertility, higher numbers of extra- 

marital births, and children growing up in fatherless families. And these patterns are in 

fact seen more often in some demographic groups than in others.

In contrast, global thinking can be expected to lead to less cheating on current 

 relationships – or a greater propensity to exercise care and discretion in doing so – so 

as not to jeopardize existing partnerships. These tendencies can be expected to foster 

successful long- term relationships, stable marriages, traditional nuclear families, and 

low rates of multi- partner fertility and extra- marital births. These patterns are in fact 

observed among more educated and affl  uent members of society.

One potential limitation of this model is that, by contrasting local and global deci-

sionmaking about sexual conduct, it focuses on only one aspect of behavior. But sexual 

infi delity is not the only factor that determines whether a romantic bond endures. A range 

of behaviors surely come into play. Do habits of thought and action about other aspects 

of personal relationships vary by sociodemographic group?

The ethnographic work of Kathryn Edin and Maria Kefalas is revealing in this regard. 

As already noted,73 the single mothers the authors interview complain most consistently 

about their male partners’ sexual infi delity, which often leads to the birth of children 

outside the relationship. The women also describe a range of other shortcomings, includ-

ing poor impulse control, violence, fi nancial profl igacy, drug use, and low work eff ort. 

These women’s observations strongly suggest that their failure to marry, despite a pro-

fessed desire to do so, is a function of their men’s bad character and anti- social conduct 

– what Edin and Kefalas dub the “crummy boyfriend” problem.

This study, and other portraits of low income families,74 suggest that unstable rela-

tionships in disadvantaged populations are linked to dysfunctional behaviors in many 

dimensions. It can be argued that what makes boyfriends crummy is a tendency to think 

locally. The decision to engage in many of the complained- of behaviors would appear to 

involve a tradeoff  between satisfying immediate desires and securing long- term benefi ts. 

The choices may minimize short- term costs, but often wreak destruction in the long run.

Likewise, many of the women in this study make decisions that undermine their 

ability to maintain long- term relationships and compromise their economic position. 

Although having a child out- of- wedlock yields immediate benefi ts, it erodes future 

marriageability and creates obstacles to harmonious relationships with men who are 

not the child’s father. Becoming a single parent also seriously interferes with work 

and education, and saddles a woman with onerous responsibilities that are diffi  cult to 

bear alone.

73 See discussion supra. 
74 See, e.g., Adrian Nicole LeBlanc, Random Family: Love, Drugs, Trouble and Coming of Age 

in the Bronx (New York: Scribner, 2002 and London: Harper Perennial, 2003).
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One key behavior that aff ects reproductive patterns is the eff ective use of contracep-

tion. Although the failure to use birth control may not directly undermine relationship 

stability, conscientious contraception is critical to reducing out- of- wedlock childbearing. 

The evidence suggests that diff erential patterns of contraceptive use, with resulting varia-

tions in pregnancy rates, are an important component of observed race and class dispari-

ties in extra- marital childbearing. These patterns in turn drive the incidence of abortion, 

with high observed rates of termination among minority and low income teens and adult 

women.75 Birth control use is one of a cluster of behaviors that can be subject to local 

or global patterns of choice. Because eff ective contraception requires anticipating the 

long- term costs of unprotected sex, people who think globally can be expected to control 

fertility more eff ectively and conscientiously than those who think locally.

Nonetheless, group diff erences in eff ective contraception and use of abortion cannot 

be the whole story. Most women still want children and the vast majority of women will 

become mothers at some point in their reproductive lives. The key question is when and in 

what context those children will be born and raised. But that is a function of whether their 

mothers are married or unmarried, which in turn depends on the formation of stable and 

cohesive relationships. Where such relationships are in short supply, many more children 

will be born and grow up in fatherless families.

In sum, men and women in groups with low marriage rates are observed to adopt strat-

egies that promise short- term rewards rather than benefi ts that unfold slowly over time. 

Those strategies may also foreclose benefi cial options down the road. In contrast, the 

traits that make men and women good marriage partners are most likely associated with 

the restraint and long- term planning that follow from a global perspective. This analysis 

suggests that the model of sexual choice proposed here is a good proxy for a broader array 

of behaviors that promote or undermine enduring partnerships.

Another possible shortcoming of this model is that it focuses too narrowly on think-

ing styles. The behaviors that impede relationship stability appear to refl ect dysfunctions 

in both thought and action. Although adopting a global perspective is an important 

element, thinking globally is not enough. A person must be able to view life as a whole and 

project into the future. He must notice and assign value to remote consequences. He must 

75 See, e.g., Stephanie Ventura, Joyce Abma, William Mosher, and Stanley Henshaw, “Estimate 
Pregnancy Rates by Outcome for the United States, 1990–2004,” National Vital Statistics Reports, 
Vol. 56, No. 15 (Apr. 14, 2008), National Center for Health Statistics. On class gradients in extra- 
marital pregnancies, see Robert D. Plotnick, “Seven Decades of Non- marital Childbearing in the 
United States” (2004), unpublished ms. on fi le with author, at 12 (Showing that education corre-
lates with extra- marital pregnancy rates and that “[m]other’s and father’s education are strongly 
and inversely associated with their daughter’s likelihood of nonmarital childbearing.”). Robert 
D. Plotnick, “The Eff ects of Attitudes on Teenage Premarital Pregnancy and its Resolution,” 57 
American Sociological Review (1992) 800–11, 803 (“Family background characteristics are signifi -
cantly associated with premarital pregnancy and its resolution.”); Brent C. Miller and Kristin A. 
Moore, “Adolescent Sexual Behavior, Pregnancy, and Parenting Research through the 1980s,” 
52 Journal of Marriage and Family (1990), 1025–44, 1028 (noting that girls from married two 
parent families, and with more educated parents, are less likely to be sexually active). See also 
Hoff erth, Sandra and Cheryl Hayes, eds., Risking the Future: Adolescent Sexuality, Pregnancy and 
Childbearing, Vol. 2. (Washington, DC: National Academy Press, 1987) (noting class diff erentials 
in incidence and resolution of adolescent pregnancy).
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be able to anticipate the potential benefi ts from maintaining a long- term relationship, 

but also the eventual costs of failing to do so. Specifi cally, he must somehow appreciate 

that the choice to cheat on an existing partner, although promising immediate pleasures, 

will progressively erode that relationship, and then factor this understanding into his 

calculations. But failure to adopt a global perspective is not purely a cognitive problem; 

one must also be able to act on these realizations. This requires the development of the 

habits of mind and heart that enable people to refrain from behaviors that interfere with 

long- term goals, and to pursue strategies that promote them. A person must possess the 

necessary abilities and inclinations, including enough restraint and self- control to make 

good on their perceptions.

In sum, to get and stay married, a person must anticipate the long- term rewards 

and consequences of personal relationships, resist short- term temptations, and guide 

behavior to realize those rewards. What determines whether someone succeeds in doing 

this? A host of factors surely come into play, aff ecting emotion, cognition and conduct. 

Individual characteristics are doubtless important, with attributes like IQ, risk aver-

sion, personal discount rate, intertemporal preferences, ability to defer gratifi cation, 

conscientiousness, impulsiveness, self- control, and executive functioning, all playing 

some role.

Does this model take these attributes into account? One way to take account of per-

sonal discount rates, for example, is to vary the values individuals assign to remote as 

compared to immediate rewards. Because this framework does not assign distinct payoff s 

to diff erent individuals or lower values for remote rewards, it does not directly incor-

porate individual discount rates. Nonetheless, the model takes this factor into account 

indirectly: the choice between local and global thinking refl ects the ability and willingness 

to assign weight to distant payoff s in making immediate decisions and to think of one’s 

life as a whole. Hence, high discount rates can be expected to fuel local thinking, and low 

discount rates to facilitate global choice. Likewise with risk profi les: risk- averse people 

will fi nd it easier to think globally, whereas risk seekers are more likely to think locally.76

4.4  Moral Deregulation and Local v Global Choice: The Demise of “Simple Rules for 

Simple People”

Although individual endowments and propensities are important, they cannot be the 

whole story. Dramatic changes in marital and reproductive behavior over time suggest 

that other factors loom large. Despite exemplifying a range of individual characteristics, 

most people behaved diff erently (and more uniformly) 50 years ago. The contention here 

is that the decades- long evolution of social norms and the weakening of institutional 

structures have altered the way people think about their conduct in the personal and 

sexual sphere. Although norm changes may infl uence individual characteristics that bear 

on choice (by, for example, shaping childrearing practices or other aspects of individual 

development), they also exert an independent infl uence on the decisionmaking process.

In support of his assertion that social norms and personal values aff ect drug addiction 

76 See discussion of empirical work on executive control, time discounting, and other attributes, 
infra.

M2634 - COHEN TEXT.indd   59M2634 - COHEN TEXT.indd   59 27/06/2011   16:4027/06/2011   16:40



60  Research handbook on the economics of family law

and recovery, Heyman notes that drug use soared as the stigma attached to drugs declined 

in the 1960s. Nonetheless, patterns of addiction were not uniform. Whether Vietnam 

veterans who had used heroin in wartime continued to use drugs postwar was observed 

to vary with the dominant norms of the communities to which they returned. From his 

investigations, Gene Heyman concludes that the expectations created by prevailing social 

norms – including “ideas, values and attitudes” that “depend on social traditions” – exert 

a powerful infl uence. Individuals who recover from addiction or decide to give up drugs 

repeatedly cite their desire to live up to role responsibilities and fulfi ll social expectations 

as critical to their decisions. They express a sense of shame and self- disgust at falling 

short of dominant standards and point to their deep regret at disappointing those around 

them.77 In sum, they rely on “socially transmitted proscriptions” that set limits on behav-

ior, and on “social roles, ideals, and shared understandings that emphasize restraint.”78

What lessons do these observations hold for encouraging the adoption of a global 

perspective on personal relationships? What conditions tend to foster the habits of 

restraint, compromise, and mutual problem- solving that make for harmonious unions, 

and enhance the prospects for stable marriage? The propensity to think globally about 

intimate relationships, and to act on those thoughts, may depend critically on what 

Kay Hymowitz calls “reproductive life scripts,” which prescribe guidelines for the most 

desirable course of behavior over a lifetime.79 Where do such scripts come from? The 

high rates of marriage in past decades, when dominant mores channeled reproduction 

into that context, suggest an underappreciated role for traditional institutions in guiding 

behavior. Indeed, the universal expectation of marriage would appear to operate as a 

heuristic on more than one level. Marriage sets out well- defi ned roles and embodies 

prevailing expectations. A strong marriage norm shapes the habits of mind necessary to 

live up to its prescriptions, while also reducing the need for individuals to perform the 

complicated calculations necessary to chart their own course. To be sure, the success 

of social mores in shaping behavior will vary depending on circumstances, individual 

characteristics, and group culture. Nonetheless, by replacing a complex personal calculus 

with simple prudential imperatives, a strong expectation of marriage will make it easier 

– and easier than the laissez faire alternative – for individuals to muster the restraint 

necessary to act on long- term thinking. In short, the conventions and customs surround-

ing marriage are designed to bridge the gap between aspirations and the mundane steps 

necessary to achieve them.

This analysis reveals why preserving a “marriage culture” is not just a matter of 

ideological commitment. Its most important eff ects are in encouraging the daily habits 

of thought and action that foster lasting bonds. Strong marriage norms help guide and 

shape decisions that lead to optimal choices. And the institutionalization of marriage may 

reinforce itself in other ways. Marriage infl uences childrearing practices and provides a 

setting in which children grow up. There is evidence that the familiar hallmarks of eff ec-

tive socialization (such as restraint, moderation, emotional control, trustworthiness, 

persistence, and sobriety) are best developed when children live with their biological 

77 Ibid.
78 Heyman, supra, at 161–2.
79 Hymowitz, supra, at 9, 29.
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parents within stable marital homes.80 These attributes, in turn, make it easier to think 

globally and maintain stable personal relationships. By strengthening the structure – the 

traditional nuclear family – that helps foster these capacities, marriage builds on itself. 

Persons who have grown up in conventional families thus fi nd it easier to reproduce them. 

Without exposure to successful long- term relationships, thinking globally does not come 

naturally.

There is no doubt that the sexual revolution has weakened marriage. The prescrip-

tive culture of marriage has gradually been supplanted by the rise of an individualism 

that invites people to make immediate tradeoff s and to look to personal desires to 

guide sexual and reproductive choice. Instead of “nudging” people towards the results 

favored by a long- term perspective, a norm of individualism leaves people to satisfy their 

own perceived preferences. In the absence of strong prescriptions, people faced with a 

menu of options engage in a personal calculus of choice. Many will default to a local 

perspective.

Do the rise of individualism and the deinstitutionalization of marriage help explain 

observed sociodemographic patterns? One question is why well- educated cohorts – which 

tend to embrace the culturally dominant individualistic view of sexual mores – still marry 

and stay married at relatively high rates. Why have their ideological commitments not 

translated into weaker or more transient relationships? Likewise, why has the sexual 

revolution had more pronounced and destructive eff ects on the less educated and minori-

ties? In sum, the question remains as to why some segments of society still maintain stable 

and enduring relationships – the pattern that was more pervasive in the past – whereas 

others do not.

The analysis here suggests that these developments are best understood as the product 

of moral deregulation. The rise of individualism in the wake of sexual liberation weak-

ened the moral and institutional conventions that dominated before the 1960s. The 

sexual mores embodied in these conventions were designed to guide most people to stable 

choices. By establishing “simple rules for simple people” – in the form of clear, transpar-

ent, and authoritative expectations – these strictures functioned not so much by encour-

aging global thinking as such, but by obviating the need to think, or to think very much, 

about family formation and sexual choice. Rather, all that was necessary was to follow 

the script, and the script was simple. Traditional norms thus reduced the ambit for the 

exercise of individual judgment, which in turn placed less of a burden on the deliberative 

capacities and will of ordinary individuals.81 

To be sure, these expectations were enforced by a complex of formal and informal sanc-

tions. The stigmas attached to non- marriage, divorce, and out- of- wedlock childbearing 

were far greater 50 years ago than now, and deviations from expected behaviors were 

more costly. Some of those sanctions were concrete, but others were grounded in social 

disapproval. Deviations from expectations were viewed as irresponsible, unacceptable, 

undesirable, socially destructive, and – well – deviant. In addition, many of these norms 

were internalized through inculcation, moral education, and pervasive reinforcement. 

80 See Wax, “Engines of Inequality,” supra.
81 See, e.g., Richard Epstein, Simple Rules for a Complex World (Cambridge, MA: Harvard 

University Press, 1995).

M2634 - COHEN TEXT.indd   61M2634 - COHEN TEXT.indd   61 27/06/2011   16:4027/06/2011   16:40



62  Research handbook on the economics of family law

But the hypothesis here is that norms did not function solely through external sanctions 

or through internalized prescription backed by cultural authority. They also functioned 

as eff ective heuristics. Clear, easy- to- follow guidelines relieved people of the need to 

choose among a broad range of options or to engage in a complex predictive exercise. The 

decision to get married, for example, did not require above- average foresight, extraor-

dinary self- control, or the ability to project alternative scenarios. It only required doing 

what was generally expected and steering clear of alternatives.

In the wake of the upheavals of the sexual revolution, however, there is now no script 

to follow. The deregulation, or “disestablishment,” of traditional family forms has 

demolished the customary guideposts.82 The demise of a common code of conduct has 

thrown people back on their own devices. Confronted with a plethora of “acceptable” 

options and lifestyles, each person must navigate an intricate landscape of personal and 

sexual possibilities unguided by authoritative rules. As individuals bear the onus of self- 

regulation, the result is a regime of every man for himself. People are left to draw on their 

own inclinations and shape their own habits. Taking a global approach is one option, 

but local decisionmaking may be the path of least resistance. Self- imposed moderation 

may prove elusive.

The evidence suggests that, when it comes to personal relationships, the propensity 

to think globally or locally varies dramatically. Global choice seems to dominate in 

some sociodemographic groups, and local choice in others. What accounts for the dis-

crepancies? One possibility is that the capacity to self- regulate is unevenly distributed 

throughout the population. More educated and advantaged individuals are by and large 

better equipped to do for themselves what strong institutional and normative expecta-

tions used to do for everyone. Because privileged cohorts are more likely to engage in 

global thinking, their response to the moral deregulation of the sexual revolution will 

be less volatile.

Affl  uence and education are now highly correlated. Obtaining an advanced educa-

tion requires certain cognitive and personal attributes. The ability to think long term, 

to anticipate consequences, and to project complex scenarios are needed to succeed in 

school. Likewise, self- control and the tendency to act on prudential insights are also valu-

able. Higher education both requires these capacities, and fosters them. Education, in 

turn, is an important ticket to well- paying jobs,83 which often draw on similar attributes. 

Although education helps cultivate these capacities, selection eff ects are also at work: 

more intelligent and better socialized people fi nd it easier to think ahead and to exercise the 

restraint needed to succeed in multiple spheres of life, including the personal, educational, 

and professional. They are probably more adept at compromise and mutual problem- 

solving, which are essential for harmonious relationships. In sum, if left to self- regulate, 

82 See Alice Ristroph and Melissa E. Murray, “Disestablishing the Family,” 119 Yale Law 
Journal (2010) 1236–79. For exploration of the adverse consequences of the legal and social deregu-
lation of sexual conduct and the family see, e.g., Brenda Almond, The Fragmenting Family (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 2006); David L. Tubbs, Freedom’s Orphans, Contemporary Liberalism 
and the Fate of American Children (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2007); Jane Lewis, The 
End of Marriage? Individualism and Intimate Relations, (Cheltenham, UK and Northampton, MA, 
USA: Edward Elgar, 2001).

83 See discussion, supra.
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highly skilled people can be expected to achieve more orderly intimate relationships and a 

more stable family life. It is therefore not surprising that well- educated whites and Asians 

disproportionately benefi t from the educational route to affl  uence, and are also the most 

married groups in society today.

Family composition and marital behavior do not just diff er by class, however. These 

patterns also dramatically diff er by race. Disparities by race (as well as class) in sexual 

behavior and relationship stability have existed for some time, but have until recently 

been relatively small. The patterns have diverged more widely over the past 50 years. 

Income and schooling account for some of the gap (as blacks tend to be poorer and less 

educated than their white and Asian counterparts), but not for most: even after control-

ling for these factors, racial and ethnic diff erences are substantial and continue to grow.84 

One possibility is that blacks are more vulnerable to moral deregulation, and more likely 

to think locally about personal relationships. Background cultural norms no doubt 

play a role, with reactions to the rise of individualism and the loosening of sexual mores 

refl ecting group attitudes and attributes that are poorly understood. The source of these 

observed diff erences, whether grounded in culture or individual characteristics, warrants 

further investigation.85

In short, this analysis suggests that the decline in clear norms of sexual morality, both 

formal and informal, has enshrined individual choice as the dominant principle in inti-

mate relations. The ethos of sexual liberation and autonomy, the celebration of individu-

alism and self- determination, the virtual disappearance of collectively enforced stigma, 

the decline of strong norms of behavior, and the fading of an expectation of conformity 

to roles within established institutions, have all contributed to the demise of conventions 

that eff ectively compensated for many people’s inability to make optimal decisions. 

Although advanced education, and the personal endowments that enhance its advan-

tages, still help the privileged manage these challenges, those who are less well endowed 

struggle to self- regulate. “Natural” inequalities now dominate over the leveling infl uence 

of moral precepts designed to keep everyone’s behavior in check. On this view, the sexual 

strictures that have eroded signifi cantly in the past 50 years were highly paternalistic: they 

enforced a set of life- course decisions that many people were too weak to enforce for 

themselves. Whereas expectations as well as behavior used to be uniform across society, 

the dominant practices of more privileged cohorts now no longer “trickle down” to less 

well- off  or vulnerable minority populations. Simple precepts – get married, stay faithful – 

have been supplanted by individual, case- by- case judgments. Bright line rules have given 

way to a process of ad hoc, moral improvisation that is vulnerable to being hijacked by 

local thinking. It is not surprising that growing numbers of people are succumbing to 

this perspective. It is also not surprising that the resulting behaviors lead to social harms.

Until recently, sexual behavior in western society was highly moralized. Morality is 

necessary, and moral rules tend to arise, where self- regarding behavior comes into con-

fl ict with the interests of others or society as a whole. Sex poses a danger of “negative 

84 On marriage rates, see supra. On education completion, see, e.g., US Dept. of Education, 
National Center for Education Statistics, Digest of Education Statistics 2007, and US Census 
Bureau, Current Population Survey, March 2007.

85 See further discussion below.
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externalities,” and sexual morality is designed to rein in and restrain potentially harmful 

impulses. Relaxing clear rules of sexual conduct, and putting people in charge of their 

own decisions, can thus be predicted to increase the incidence of self- regarding conduct. 

More people will succumb to the temptation to cheat or give in to short- term attractions. 

In sum, the decline in clear rules of sexual behavior will lead to more negative  externalities 

and more social harms.86

Related cultural trends help fuel these developments. Individualism promotes an ethos 

of non- judgmentalism, in which sexual life belongs to the realm of personal autonomy 

and discretion. This favors a laissez faire regime in which sexual conduct is a private 

matter that should not be judged by others and is none of anyone’s business. Indeed, 

the evidence is overwhelming that sexual freedom – and sexual activity – has increased 

throughout society over past decades. The taboo against premarital sex has disappeared 

almost entirely, with free- wheeling sexual expression commonplace for young adults, 

even among elites.87 The data indicate, however, that the consequences of these patterns 

vary widely. Once college graduates arrive at the altar (and most do, albeit at older ages 

than in the past), sexual experimentation wanes. Declining divorce rates suggest that 

most people in this cohort settle down. And premarital relations almost never lead to 

out- of- wedlock childbearing in this privileged group. In short, the demographic picture 

suggests that college graduates – especially non- minorities – have achieved a relatively 

settled equilibrium through self- imposed moderation. They practice a sexually liberated 

lifestyle, but only up to a point. For the long haul, most settle into a sustained pattern of 

marital monogamy.

Despite their fairly traditional behavior, elites appear hesitant to commend a con-

ventional code of conduct to the less privileged, perhaps because they are concerned to 

preserve their own sexual prerogatives and reluctant to endorse constraints that are not 

self- imposed.88 The celebration of family diversity and the taboo surrounding discussions 

of race and class diff erences in intimate conduct also discourage moral prescription and 

impede a searching inquiry into the cultural or personal sources of observed disparities. 

Finally, the well- educated and well- heeled may simply lack comprehension of the habits 

of mind that allow them to achieve success. They may be only dimly aware of why their 

unions are more harmonious and sustained.

In the same vein, groups with more volatile family relations may not fully understand 

the causes and sources of their current situation. This is not surprising, given their 

86 See, e.g., Dan Ariely, Predictably Irrational (New York: Harper, 2008) (suggesting that the 
demise of strict benchmarks for professional conduct in law and business, and the replacement of 
bright line precepts by individualized, fl exible, and “context dependent” guidelines, encouraged 
self- serving behavior and cheating).

87 See, e.g., Paula England, Emily Fitzgibbons Shafer, and Alison C.K. Fogarty, “Hooking up 
and Forming Romantic Relationships on Today’s College Campuses,” in Michael Kimmel and 
Amy Aronson, eds., The Gendered Society Reader, 3rd ed., (New York: Oxford University Press, 
2008) 531–46.

88 The stance of today’s educated class recalls Sigmund Freud’s famous assertion, in a letter 
to the eminent American neurologist James J. Putnam, that although he stood for a greater sexual 
freedom than bourgeois society thought proper, he himself had taken relatively little advantage of 
it. See Peter Gay, Reading Freud: Explorations and Entertainments, at 166 (New Haven, CT: Yale 
University Press, 1990). Clearly elites today take advantage of sexual freedom, but only selectively.
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complexity. Local thinking will not be the only force that drives the segmentation of prac-

tices in reproduction and family life. As the incidence of non- marriage and single parent 

families within more vulnerable groups increases, group dynamics, such as tipping and 

contagion, may compound local thinking by increasing the frequency of self- defeating 

behaviors.89 As these patterns become more dominant, they will in turn be considered 

more acceptable. Thus, the poor decisionmaking that takes over in the wake of moral 

deregulation will fuel a new set of norms. These will further entrench dysfunctional pat-

terns, making them more diffi  cult to reverse.

An interesting recent paper supplements this theory by off ering an economic perspec-

tive on emerging class diff erences in sexual mores.90 In an attempt to explain the class 

gradient in out- of- wedlock childbearing, Jesus Fernandez- Villaverde and colleagues 

build on the “birth control shock” theory of Akerlof et al,91 which traces the surge in out- 

of- wedlock childbearing to norm shifts engendered by eff ective contraception but does 

not address class or race distinctions. In extending the insights of the Akerlof paper, these 

authors attribute widening class disparities to diff erential incentives for parental invest-

ment in the socialization of off spring towards norms of sexual restraint. Before eff ective 

methods of birth control became widely available in the 1960s, extra- marital sex posed a 

high risk of out- of- wedlock pregnancy. The costs of these births were borne by religious 

institutions, the government, and families. As a result, the government and the church 

invested heavily in supporting and enforcing norms of sexual continence. The authors 

posit that, in the wake of the contraceptive revolution, the risks of pregnancy for those 

targeted by norm enforcement – mainly women of childbearing age – were perceived 

as dramatically reduced. Policing of sexual norms became more “expensive,” so invest-

ments in norm enforcement declined. Specifi cally, church practice and legal restrictions 

were liberalized, thus “privatizing” regulation to families. Paradoxically, however, and 

in keeping with the predictions of the Akerlof model, contraception encouraged sexual 

activity, which increased the number of out- of- wedlock births. That trend is more pro-

nounced among the less affl  uent, however, and the challenge is to explain this gradient. 

The authors posit that disparities in opportunity costs from extra- marital pregnancy 

diff ered by class, with the costs of premarital sex “lower for women stuck at the bottom 

of the social economic scale.” These diff erentials aff ected parental incentives to inculcate 

sexual restraint. Upper class children had more to lose, and so were more intensively 

socialized to avoid extra- marital pregnancy. Persons with fewer resources stood to 

 sacrifi ce less, and so their parents relaxed their enforcement eff orts.

This account is not without fl aws. First, although the analysis purports to consider the 

economic costs of extra- marital pregnancy, including lower chances for upward mobility, 

it slights the fact that absolute losses may not be as important as marginal eff ects. The mar-

ginal utility of forgone income for less well off  women would seem to be greater than for 

89 On the dynamics of norm change see, e.g., Cass Sunstein, “Social Norms and Social Roles,” 
96 Columbia Law Review (1996) 903.

90 See Jesus Fernandez- Villaverde, Jeremy Greenwood, and Nezih Guner, “From Shame 
to Game in One Hundred Years: An Economic Model of the Rise in Premarital Sex and its 
 De- stigmatization,” University of Pennsylvania, Population Studies Center Working Paper Series, 
2010. 

91 See Akerlof, et al., supra.
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the more privileged. It is well- established that marriage makes women better off , regard-

less of social class. Because extra- marital children severely compromise a woman’s chance 

of marrying, even less educated women have a powerful economic incentive to avoid 

extra- marital births. Second, the authors fail to address why out- of- wedlock childbearing 

is more common among blacks, with rates for the well- educated far exceeding those for 

whites. Third, despite making sexual restraint norms harder to enforce by lowering the risk 

of pregnancy per sexual encounter, the availability of eff ective contraception nonetheless 

taxed the resources of churches and government more than ever by generating an actual 

increase in the actual number of extra- marital births. In light of this surge, the authors do 

not clearly explain why church and state failed to explore other potentially more effi  cient 

normative strategies for reducing these costs. Sexual restraint is not the only way to mini-

mize out- of- wedlock childbearing. Contraceptive use and marriage rates also play a role. 

If lower birth rates among more affl  uent girls are due as much to more conscientious use of 

birth control as to fewer sexual encounters, then the critical norms to be enforced are not 

just sexual restraint, but also eff ective and conscientious contraceptive use.92 Likewise, a 

strong expectation of marriage, and of deferring reproduction to marriage, may come into 

play. Thus, the authors fail to explain why social institutions did not step up enforcement 

of the full range of norms that can help keep extramarital childbearing in check.

4.5 Other Evidence, Other Trends

Despite the defects in the leading theories that seek to explain growing sociodemographic 

disparities, the conclusion that group diff erences in attitudes and thinking are primarily 

responsible for these trends is likely to meet resistance. As noted, social scientists study-

ing family composition have shied away from accounts that look to internal processes 

in favor of theories that identify present economic circumstances and structural limita-

tions. Although cultural variations among groups are sometimes acknowledged – as in 

ethnographic descriptions of the inner city underclass93 – these patterns are largely viewed 

as rational adaptations to structural and economic deprivations rather than as internal 

dysfunctions in response to commonplace life challenges.

Is there additional empirical support for the analysis advanced here? Direct evidence is 

hard to come by. Sexual practices are notoriously hard to pin down, with patterns of fi del-

ity or infi delity particularly elusive. There is some support for average racial diff erences: 

research consistently suggests that blacks initiate sexual relations earlier, have more 

relaxed attitudes towards monogamy, infi delity, and extra- marital childbearing, and 

have greater numbers of sexual partners.94 Correlations with education and class are less 

92 See below (citing data that rates of sexual activity as well as rates of pregnancy conditioned 
on sexual activity among young women diff er by class and race). 

93 See, e.g., Patterson, supra; Anderson, supra; Wilson, supra.
94 Being male, black, urban, irreligious, politically liberal, and very educated are all associated 

with more liberal attitudes towards infi delity. Although there is some evidence of a link between 
attitudes and infi delity, the data on the relationship and the incidence of infi delity generally is 
sketchy and problematic. See, e.g., Adrian J. Blow and Kelly Hartnett, “Infi delity in Committed 
Relationships I: A Methodological Review,” 31 Journal of Marital and Family Therapy (Apr. 
2005) 183–216; Adrian J. Blow and Kelly Hartnett, “Infi delity in Committed Relationships II: A 
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well documented. Although well- educated persons claim to be more tolerant of sexual 

indiscretions and are more likely to report committing adultery,95 there is relatively little 

systematic data on class- related patterns surrounding the formation of stable relation-

ships that lead to marriage. There is evidence, however, of more unwanted pregnancies 

and less eff ective use of contraception by persons with less education and income, and by 

black and Hispanic women.96 Indeed, the data indicate that out- of- wedlock childbearing 

is a product both of diff erent patterns of contraceptive use as well as of sexual activity. In 

light of group diff erentials in eff ective contraception, this model might also be extended 

to show how diff erent thinking styles can infl uence birth control use.

As noted, the tendency to think locally or globally is partly infl uenced by time 

Substantive Review,” 31 Journal of Marital and Family Therapy (Apr. 2005), 217–33 (reviewing 
studies, at 224–5). 

In an eff ort to understand adolescent childbearing, many studies look at the sexual practices 
of teenagers. See, e.g., Lydia O’Donnell, Carl R. O’Donnell, and Ann Stueve, “Early Sexual 
Initiation and Subsequent Sex- related Risks among Urban Minority Youth: The Reach for Health 
Study,” 33 (6) Family Planning Perspectives (Nov.–Dec. 2001) 268–75; John S. Santelli, Nancy D. 
Brener, Richard Lowry, Amita Bhatt and Laurie S. Zabin, “Multiple Sexual Partners Among U.S. 
Adolescents and Young Adults,” 30 (6) Family Planning Perspectives (Nov.–Dec. 1998) 271–5 
(black and Hispanic males had more sexual partners than whites); John S. Santelli, R. Lowry, N.D. 
Brener, and L. Robin, “The Association of Sexual Behaviors with Socioeconomic Status, Family 
Structure, and Race/ethnicity among US Adolescents,” 90 (10) American Journal of Public Health 
(2000), 1582–8 (black adolescents and children raised in single parent families have higher rates 
of sexual activity); Freya L. Sonenstein, Joseph H. Pleck, and Leighton C. Ku, “Levels of Sexual 
Activity among Adolescent Males in the United States,” 23 (4) Family Planning Perspectives (Jul.–
Aug. 1991) 162–7 (black male adolescents have more frequent sex, more sexual partners and earlier 
initiation into sexual activity than whites or Hispanics); Robert F. Valois et al., “Relationship 
between Number of Sexual Intercourse Partners and Selected Health Risk Behaviors among Public 
High School Adolescents,” 25 (5) Journal of Adolescent Health (Nov. 1999) 328–35 (same). 

95 See, e.g., Blow and Hartnett, “Infi delity in Committed Relationships II: A Substantive 
Review,” supra, at 224–5 (reviewing studies).

96 See William D. Mosher and James W. McNally, “Contraceptive Use at First Premarital 
Intercourse: United States, 1965–1988,” 23 (3) Family Planning Perspectives, (May–June 1991), 
108–16, 108 (noting that the proportion of women using birth control at fi rst premarital inter-
course “varies strikingly by individual characteristics,” including race, class, ethnicity). See also 
Paschal Sheeran, David White, and Keith Phillips, “Premarital Contraceptive Use: A Review of 
the Psychological Literature,” 9 (4) Journal of Reproductive and Infant Psychology, 1469- 672X, 
(1991) 253–69; Catherine S. Chilman, “Data on Social Class and Race Diff erences in Contraceptive 
Use: Social and Psychological Research Concerning Adolescent Childbearing: 1970–1980,” 42 
(4) Journal of Marriage and Family, Decade Review (Nov. 1980) 793–805; Frank F. Furstenberg, 
Jr., “Race Diff erences in Teenage Sexuality, Pregnancy, and Adolescent Childbearing,” 65 The 
Milbank Quarterly, Supplement 2 (Part 2); Currents of Health Policy: Impacts on Black Americans 
(1987) 381–403. 

On pregnancy incidence, see Lawrence B. Finer and Stanley K. Henshaw, “Disparities in Rates 
of Unintended Pregnancy in the United States, 1994 and 2001,” 38 (2) Perspectives on Sexual 
and Reproductive Health (June 2006) 90–96 (from 1994 to 2001, unintended pregnancy rates were 
higher and growing among women with less income and education and minorities, but lower and 
dropping among college graduates and wealthier women). See also Alan Guttmacher Institute, Sex 
and America’s Teenagers, (New York: Alan Guttmacher Institute, 1994) at 26, 42–3 (documenting 
signifi cant race and class disparities in young women’s extra- marital pregnancy and out- of- wedlock 
birth rates). For educated cohorts, sympathy and support for single- motherhood does not appear 
to translate into a more relaxed attitude towards extra- marital childbearing for oneself.
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preferences, or discount rate. These may in turn correlate with socioeconomic back-

ground, group membership, and cultural norms. The theoretical and experimental work 

on discounting is complex, and eff orts to measure individual time preferences have not 

yielded consistent results.97 However, a few studies based on empirical data suggest that 

discount rates vary by race, sex, and education, with less educated individuals, blacks, 

and persons with lower cognitive ability having higher discount rates than whites and 

persons with more education.98 On the assumption that personal discount rates can 

infl uence the propensity to engage in global or local thinking, these group variations are 

consistent with observed patterns of marital and reproductive behavior and with the pre-

dictions of this model. Disparities in other individual characteristics, such as personality, 

cognitive ability (or IQ), and executive functioning, may also bear on the propensity to 

adopt diff erent styles of decisionmaking in intimate relations.99 

In addition, there is a need for more detailed empirical information on intimate 

behavior leading up to, or impeding, the formation of lasting bonds. Although there has 

been some research on attitudes and practices surrounding sexual infi delity, samples are 

small and selective (in, for example, focusing on married couples rather than on sexual 

exclusivity in courtship or cohabitation), the literature makes few distinctions between 

styles of infi delity (whether discreet or notorious), and the data are hobbled by reliance on 

self- reporting.100 For obvious reasons, research on these questions is diffi  cult and unreli-

able. One area that deserves more investigation is the role of diff erent styles of infi delity 

in driving rates of marriage and marital stability. Observed patterns might refl ect diff er-

ences in the incidence of illicit liaisons or in how often these liaisons become known and 

 97 For a review of work on discounting, see Shane Frederick, George Loewenstein, and Ted 
O’Donogue, “Time Discounting and Time Preference: A Critical Review,” 40 Journal of Economic 
Literature (June 2002) 351–401. 

 98 See John T. Warner and Saul Pleeter, “The Personal Discount Rate: Evidence from Military 
Downsizing Programs,” 91 American Economic Review (2001) 33–53, 48 (estimating the personal 
discount rates of over 65,000 individuals departing the military in the early 1990s by tracking 
their choice between a lump sum severance payment or an annuity, and noting that “[h]igher test 
scores may refl ect better capacity to understand or process the information about intertemporal 
choices.”). See also Emily Lawrance, “Poverty and the Rate of Time Preference: Evidence from 
Panel Data,” 99 Journal of Political Economy (1991) 54–77. One of the fi rst to suggest that time 
horizons and propensity to defer gratifi cation diff er by social class was Edward Banfi eld. See 
Banfi eld, The Unheavenly City (Boston: Little, Brown, 1970).

 99 There is some evidence for diff erent personality profi les on the “big fi ve” personality traits 
by race and ethnicity. See, e.g., David H. Autor and David Scarborough, “Does Job Testing Harm 
Minority Workers? Evidence from Retail Establishments,” 123(1) Quarterly Journal of Economics, 
(Feb. 2008) 219–77 (describing average ethnic and racial diff erences in personality profi les predict-
ing productivity and worker success, as measured on job screening tests). On executive control, 
or functioning, see, e.g., Albert Bandura, Self- effi  cacy: The Exercise of Control (New York: W.H. 
Freeman, 1997); Peter Anderson, “Assessment and Development of Executive Function (EF) 
during Childhood,” 8 (2) Child Neuropsychology (June 2002) 71–82; Daniel Hackman and Martha 
Farah, “Socioeconomic Status and the Developing Brain,” 13 Trends in Cognitive Sciences (2009) 
65–73. On group diff erences in IQ, see, e.g., Sandra Scarr, Race, Social Class, and Individual 
Diff erences in IQ (Hillsdale, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates, Inc., 1981).

100 See, e.g., Treas and Giesen, supra; Blow and Hartnett, “Infi delity in Committed Relation-
ships I: A Methodological Review,” supra; Blow and Hartnett, “Infi delity in Committed 
Relationships II: A Substantive Review,” supra.
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are allowed to disrupt existing arrangements. A sociodemographic gradient may exist in 

whether extracurricular relationships are notorious or discreet. Maintaining discretion 

requires global thinking and the willingness to act on it. Persons must anticipate the 

eff ects of their liaisons becoming known, and must exercise the restraint and self- control 

necessary to keep them within bounds. It would therefore not be surprising if privileged 

persons are more successful in carrying on clandestine aff airs.

Finally, this chapter’s analysis draws support from recent developments that show 

striking parallels with reproductive trends. Two notable changes in behavior during the 

same time period are the rise in obesity, and the increase in overspending and overbor-

rowing, as evidenced, for example, by a surge in personal bankruptcy fi lings.101 Gradients 

by race and class in the incidence of overweight are well documented, with less privileged 

individuals, blacks and Hispanics more likely to exceed normal weight.102 Weight gain 

has coincided with the relaxation of social norms regulating eating and mealtimes and 

the ready availability of cheap, high- calorie fast foods. The question is whether socio-

demographic diff erences in the ability to self- regulate have contributed to demographic 

disparities in the incidence of overweight.

Interpreting group diff erences in thrift, savings, and spending is a more problematic 

exercise. Disparities in income and wealth, the mismatch of need and resources, and 

accusations of selective targeting of some groups for risky loans and credit, confound 

speculation about causal mechanisms.103 Nonetheless, further investigations on these 

questions may shed light on the thesis of this chapter and provide additional support for 

its conclusions.

4.6 Gender

Finally, the model so far takes no systematic account of gender. It also focuses on one 

partner’s choices, and does not fully incorporate the other partner’s response. Interactive 

eff ects, and diff erences between men and women, could well complicate the analysis. 

101 See, e.g., Todd Zywicki, “An Economic Analysis of the Consumer Bankruptcy Crisis,” 99 
Northwestern University Law Review 1463, 1467 (2004–2005) (noting a “stunning increase in con-
sumer bankruptcy fi ling rates” from 1980 to 2005, even during periods of economic growth and 
rising prosperity).

102 Jeff ery Sobal and Albert J. Stunkard, “Socioeconomic Status and Obesity: A Review 
of the Literature,” 105 (2) Psychological Bulletin (Mar. 1989) 260–75 (144 published studies of 
the relationship between socioeconomic status (SES) and obesity reveal an inverse relationship 
between SES and overweight and attitudes to overweight); Collen Rand and John Kuldau, “The 
Epidemiology of Obesity and Self- defi ned Weight Problem in the General Population: Gender, 
Race, Age, and Social Class,” 9 International Journal of Eating Disorders (Feb. 2006) 329–43 
(fi nding signifi cant race and SES diff erences in overweight in a random sample of 2,115 black and 
white adults, with 46% of black women, 28% of black men, 18% of white women, and 16% of white 
men overweight). See also Marc Ambinder, “Fat Nation: It’s Worse than You Think. How to Beat 
Obesity,” Atlantic Monthly (May 2010) 72–83, 76 (“In fact, obesity has become a marker of sorts 
for lower socioeconomic status. The lower your educational attainment, the more likely you are to 
be obese . . . Black children are more at peril of becoming obese than white children; black women 
are more than 50 percent more likely to be obese than white women.”).

103 See, e.g., Sheila Ards and Samuel Myers, “The Color of Money: Bad Credit, Wealth, and 
Race,” 45 American Behavioral Scientist (Oct. 2001) 223–39.
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For example, the average value of engaging in illicit sex may be higher for men than 

for women, which might make it harder for men to adopt the global view. In addition, 

the benefi ts to men of a long- standing committed marriage may be more remote, less 

tangible, and less immediate than for women. Although married men live longer and 

are healthier and happier overall than single men, they also work harder and may not 

realize fi nancial benefi ts from marriage in the near term.104 Married women, in contrast, 

are consistently economically better off  than single women, which facilitates their short- 

term reproductive goals.105 On the other hand, there is evidence that some of the marital 

cost- benefi t mismatch works the other way, with women making a greater investment in 

marital childbearing and in- kind spousal support up front while reaping delayed rewards, 

in the form of lifelong fi nancial support.106 These potential disjunctions counsel separate 

consideration of men’s and women’s incentives and present co- ordination problems that 

are probably best modeled game- theoretically. Adding an interactive game- theoretic 

component might enrich the forgoing analysis by incorporating diff erent schedules of 

payoff s for male and female partners from local or global strategies.

5. CONCLUSION

The past three decades have witnessed a growing divergence in family structure by social 

class, income, education, and race. The goal is to explain why signifi cant segments of the 

population are moving away from the traditional patterns of family and reproduction 

towards a less functional mode of short- term, fragile relationships. Most demographers 

acknowledge that external and material constraints fail to account for most of the present 

dispersion by class and race in marriage, divorce, family structure, and out- of- wedlock 

childbearing. Nor do these factors explain the divergence of these patterns over time. In 

attempting to improve on prior theories, this analysis points to an altogether diff erent 

explanation – one that recognizes that the principal barriers are internal. In tracing the 

lack of uniformity in family structure to distinct modes of thinking, it recognizes that 

material conditions are not the pivotal source of sociodemographic disparities, and that 

changes in economic circumstances will not necessarily alter them. In fact, the evidence 

points strongly to the importance of what goes on “in people’s heads” – and the cultural 

factors that infl uence how people make decisions. It suggests that, in most cases, whether 

romantic relationships will endure depends on how people think about them.

This analysis proposes that the emergence of existing patterns is the product of two 

104 See Linda Waite and Maggie Gallagher, The Case for Marriage: Why Married People are 
Happier, Healthier, and Better off  Financially (New York: Doubleday, 2000); Linda Waite ed., 
The Ties that Bind: Perspectives on Marriage and Cohabitation (New York: Aldine de Gruyter, 
2000); see also, e.g., Audrey Light, “Gender Diff erences in the Marriage and Cohabitation Income 
Premium,” 41 Demography (May 2004) 263–84 (using a National Longitudinal Survey of Youth 
sample to conclude that women gain about 55% in needs- adjusted income when they marry or 
cohabit, whereas men’s income levels remain mostly unchanged). 

105 See Light, supra, at 6.
106 See, e.g., Wax, “Bargaining in the Shadow of the Market: Is There a Future for Egalitarian 

Marriage?,” (May 1998) (noting investment disparities in marriage as creating the potential for 
opportunistic divorce).
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contrasting methods of rational decisionmaking, which diff er in the temporal frame of 

reference for assessing personal well- being. A stylized model of the choice to be sexu-

ally unfaithful (or to engage in other behaviors that erode harmonious unions) reveals 

that “global” thinkers will rarely cheat on a reasonably satisfying exclusive relationship. 

“Local” thinkers, in contrast, will more often be unfaithful, thus undermining their pros-

pects for forming and maintaining the long- term bonds necessary for a stable family life.

This analysis posits that the habits of thought and action that secure successful, lasting 

intimate relationships are not uniformly distributed across society. Observed patterns 

suggest that sociodemographic groups diff er in decisionmaking strategies, with lower 

income and minority persons now signifi cantly more likely to think locally and affl  uent 

persons and non- minority group members more likely to engage in global choice. This 

fragmentation along lines of race and class can be traced to a society- wide deregulation 

of sexual behavior and family life in the wake of the 1960s sexual revolution. Whereas 

strong norms of sexual conduct had previously minimized the need for individualized 

calculations in this sphere, the weakening of those conventions threw people back on 

unguided personal choices. Because relatively educated persons are better equipped to 

take a long view and to act on that perspective, global decisionmaking largely dominates 

among the most privileged, whereas local choice is increasingly common in other seg-

ments of society. This hypothesis better explains growing disparities in family structure 

than existing theories that look to economic, structural, or material conditions. Further 

empirical work is necessary to test this thesis.
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DIVERGING DESTINIES REDUX 

Review of Charles Murray, Coming Apart: The State of White America 1960-2010 

by Amy L. Wax, Robert Mundheim Professor of Law, University of Pennsylvania Law School 

 *** DRAFT*** 

 (do not cite or quote without permission) 

A chum from your selective college or graduate school, perhaps with a young family, 

moves to your major American city. Where to live?  Elite professionals know the drill.  The 

search almost always comes down to the handful of familiar places.  For Washington, there=s 

Chevy Chase, Bethesda, Arlington, Georgetown or Northwest DC.  For Boston, it=s Cambridge, 

Belmont, and Newton.  In L.A., the preferred neighborhoods are Westwood or Beverly Hills or 

Pacific Palisades or Santa Monica.  Philadelphia is no different.  My recent Awhere to live@ 

conversation with a newly hired colleague yielded an unsurprising list of Apossibles": Selected 

blocks of Mount Airy and Germantown, plus the Main Line towns of Bryn Mawr, Ardmore, 

Haverford, Villanova, Gladwyne and so forth.  Despite my colleague=s professed open mind 

about potential neighborhoods, Jenkintown B my own somewhat obscure and distinctly 

unfashionable (but much more affordable) suburb BB drew a blank stare, as did a dozen other 

solidly middle class communities I mentioned.  

By my calculation there are 445 zip codes within a 30 mile radius of Rittenhouse Square, 

which is in the center of downtown Philadelphia.  The places at the top of my colleague=s list 

comprise 11 zip codes locations B a little more than 2% of the total.  These are among the whitest, 

wealthiest, and most educated residential areas in and around Philadelphia.1  Somehow my future 

                                                 
1  The racial breakdown and other demographic information for zip codes nationwide, 

including educational level of residents and household income, can be found at 
http://zipskinny.com/.  According to the website, the Main Line towns have a black population 
in the low single digits.  Of the towns on the list of Ago to@ neighborhoods, two precincts B Mt 
Airy (which is 67% black) and /Germantown (which is 12% black) B are more diverse.  However, 
those communities are well-known to contain predominantly white enclaves, where most of the 
affluent whites live.  As for education, about 64% of Main Line denizens held a college degree in 
2000 B a number far above the national average.  The median income of families in Main Line 



 
 2 

colleague knew where people like him live and are supposed to live.   

      My colleagues= choice of neighborhoods lines up almost perfectly with the precincts Charles 

Murray dubs the ASuperzips.@  In Coming Apart, Charles Murray=s magisterial look at inequality 

in white America, the Superzips play a central role in the drama of social and economic 

fragmentation that has unfolded in our country in the past few decades.  To set the stage for his 

cultural and geographical portrait of American whites, Murray lists four of what he calls the 

AFounding Virtues,@ or quintessential attributes he claims our society must possess to preserve a 

cohesive and distinctly AAmerican@ way of life.  These are: marriage, honesty, industriousness, 

and religiosity.  On all these dimensions, he argues, and regardless of class, education, location, 

or background, Americans used to be remarkably similar in outlook, with the vast majority 

endorsing the basic elements of a Arespectable@ life to include strong families, respect for law, 

honesty,  probity, hard work, and faith.  Most were remarkably successful in maintaining those 

ideals in their daily lives.  This consensus was accompanied by a considerable degree of 

geographical mixing, with people from all income levels living in close proximity and even on the 

same streets. According to Murray, these conditions no longer prevail.  In practice, if not always 

in professed ideals, the American consensus has broken down on many fronts, with American 

society bifurcating into distinct cultures of upper and lower.  In Coming Apart, Murray provides 

an anatomy of that divergence.  His book reviews a range of social, economic, and behavioral 

developments and explores their implications for our nation.  In Murray’s view, our greatness 

depends on shared, fundamental values surrounding work, family and faith.  Our unity on these 

key issues is already compromised, and there is every reason to believe that things will only get 

worse.  Murray’s book presents a vision of the future that is deeply unsettling and far from 

optimistic.  This article critically reviews his observations and assesses his pessimistic vision. 

I.  Summary 

  Although known more widely as a conservative provocateur, Murray is in fact a 

thoughtful and shrewd demographer.  In looking at what has happened to this country=s white 
                                                                                                                                                             
towns was $140,000, which also significantly exceeds the average.  See Charles Murray, Coming 
Apart at 76, and information on file with author. 
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population (thereby sidestepping the distortions and passions surrounding race), Murray marshals 

compelling evidence for some alarming and relatively little known developments.  On multiple 

dimensions, an important divide has emerged between whites with a four-year college degree and 

those with less education.  Crime, idleness, family breakdown, and alienation from religious 

institutions are steadily accelerating for those without an advanced education.  People in this 

group are less able and willing to maintain Arespectability@ in their work and private lives.  This 

has opened a gulf with the most educated members of society, whose lives, neighborhoods, and 

families remain remarkably well-organized, conventional, and crime-free. 

The gaps between these populations are reinforced by a growing geographical separation.  

The affluent occupy rarefied neighborhoods, attend different schools, enjoy distinct and relatively 

refined leisure pursuits, and operate in separate social spheres from those with fewer advantages.  

As a result of all these trends, the privileged barely mix with the working class.  Murray drives 

home the point about Aseparate spheres@ in chapter 4 of his book, entitled AHow Thick is Your 

Bubble,@ in which he invites his readers (who inevitably hail disproportionately from the educated 

elite) to complete a test of their knowledge and understanding of lower-class existence.  His goal 

is to show privileged readers how ignorant they are of life among the less-educated.   One can 

only guess that he largely succeeds. 

What has fueled the changes Murray identifies?  Chief among them is one Murray 

confronts in his very first chapter: the growth of Aa new upper class@ or Anew cognitive elite.@  

Although there have always been rich people in the United States, the new privileged class, claims 

Murray, is now larger, more cohesive and more culturally influential than society’s top echelon in 

the past.  The new elite is also vigilantly self-aggrandizing and strongly self-reinforcing.  The 

key to this cohorts= creation is the sharp rise in college attendance over the past few decades, which 

has Aoccurred extra-ordinarily fast@ (p. 54).  The increase in the portion of the population seeking 

higher education, and the adoption by many prominent universities of a meritocratic approach to 

admissions, has created a new hierarchy based on talent and drive.  Competition for top places has 

increased sharply as academically smart and ambitious young people now flock to selective and 

rigorous institutions from all over the country. 
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Although students at elite colleges were always more affluent than average, the new 

meritocratic Ivy League brought together affluence and striving.  In analyzing this development, 

Murray parts company with those who insist that elite colleges unfairly favor the rich.2  Affluence 

does not buy good grades or test scores, he insists.  Rather, smart people tend to rise to lucrative 

and influential positions.  The offspring of the successful in turn excel academically, both for 

reasons of nature (that is, high inherited IQ) and nurture (superior upbringing).  They win the 

college admissions race, receive a superior education, and attain power and influence in turn.  

Thus the new upper class perpetuates itself, but its achievements are (mostly) genuine and earned.  

According to Murray, most members of the new class share a common core of attitudes and 

preferences that are decisively shaped by the institutions of higher learning they attend.  It is not 

surprising, therefore, that members of this class tend to seek out one another, intermarry at high 

rates (a phenomenon known as Aassortative mating@) and cluster together in the same 

neighborhoods.  One original contribution of Murray=s book is to document the growing tendency 

of the new Acognitive elite@ to live in a small number of select locations.  His acumen is on display 

in a series of striking graphs and charts that hone in on the relevant statistics.  The zip codes that 

receive most of his attention are the ones Ain the 95th through 99th percentile,@ which Murray dubs 

AThe Superzips.@  These are the precincts where Amost of the people are affluent and 

well-educated@  (p. 79).   He divides those living in Superzips into members of the Abroad elite@ 

(persons possessing a four-year college degree) and a more rarefied Anarrow elite,@ (persons 

graduating from top Ivy League and other highly selective colleges).  Especially striking are his 

data on the concentration of top Ivy League graduates, for whom a few upscale places have 

emerged as the locations of choice (p. 78).  Murray shows that almost 50% of persons graduating 

from Harvard, Yale, or Princeton after 1989 lived in the top 5% of neighborhoods (pp. 86-87).  

Thus do the so-called Aovereducated elitist snobs@ increasingly self-segregate and stick together.  

Moreover, the Superzip neighborhoods B which Murray dubs the Aelite bubbles@ to highlight their 

                                                 
2  See, e.g., id. At 59-60.  Murray cites studies showing that parental income and 

occupation do not predict admission to competitive colleges Aafter controlling for measures of the 
student=s real abilities.@  Id. At 60. 
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insularity -- are disproportionately arrayed around large or bi-coastal cities like Boston, 

Washington, Chicago, Los Angeles and New York.  New York City and its surrounding suburbs, 

which are among the most expensive locales in the country, are home to fully a quarter of the top 

ivy graduates Murray surveyed (p. 86).  Finally, the Superzips are notably non-diverse.  Murray 

observes that the demographic profile of Superzips is overwhelmingly white and Asian, with 

blacks and Latinos each constituting Ajust 3 percent of the Superzip population, compared to 12 to 

6 percent respectively in the rest of the zip codes@ (p. 86).   

What is life like in the Aelite bubbles@ of the Superzips?  And how does it differ from 

existence at the opposite end of the spectrum?  In contrast to the Anew upper class,@ Murray 

opposes a new lower class, which is Aa subset of the working class.(Murray at 144)@  This 

somewhat more amorphous group, comprising a more varied and geographically dispersed 

population, is harder to capture.  To sharpen the inquiry and shed a more vivid light on emerging 

class divisions, Murray comes up with the clever, if occasionally problematic, device of 

contrasting two partially hypothetical and emblematic neighborhoods.  One is based on a working 

class section of Philadelphia, Fishtown, where only 8 percent of adults in 2000 possessed a college 

degree and most families are from the bottom half of the national income distribution (p. 145).  

For purposes of analysis, he narrows his Fishtown demographic to include only those denizens 

who are in blue collar, service, or low level white collar occupations, and who have no more than a 

high school education.  He compares the semi-fictional Fishtown to a typical, affluent Superzip 

nearby, the rarefied Boston suburb of Belmont, where 64% of occupants have a four-year college 

degree.  As with his Fishtown cohort, he >cleans up= his Belmont by including in his analysis only 

Belmont residents who are college graduates, or whose spouse is a college graduate, or who is in a 

so-called Aelite@ job (p. 146).  For both towns, Murray also truncates his hypothetical sample by 

age, examining only people ages thirty to forty-nine who are Ain the prime of life, with their 

educations usually completed, engaged in their careers and raising families@ (p. 147). Thus, 

although Fishtown and Belmont are roughly based on actual neighborhoods, they are not in fact 

real places. 

Murray then asks how his semi-hypothetical Belmont and Fishtown are doing on his 
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critical measures of marriage, honesty, industriousness, and religiosity.  On all dimensions, 

Belmont is thriving and far surpasses its counterpart.   Murray notes that Belmont is typical of the 

Superzips generally, where denizens are not only affluent and well-educated, but Athey have other 

advantages as well.@ Specifically, Belmont residents  

AAre more likely to be married than elsewhere, less likely to have experienced divorce, less 

likely to have children living in households with single mothers.  The men. . . are more 

likely to be in the labor force than other American men and less likely to be unemployed.  

They also work longer hours than other Americans.  Crime in urban Superzips is low, and 

crime in suburban Superzips [like Belmont] is rare@ (p. 79). 

In other words, and contrary to what many believe, places like Belmont where educated whites 

reside are surprisingly peaceful, cohesive, and conventional.  Families are still strong and 

children grow up in orderly and stable environments.  Most men are married and stay married, 

live with and support their biological offspring, and work full time.  Divorce and other 

irregularities (such as step-parent or blended families) exist, but are comparatively uncommon.  

People are community-minded and many, despite their advanced education, tolerant attitudes, and 

secular orientation, are affiliated with a church or synagogue.    

In contrast, Fishtown, has gone into a steady slide.  Fishtown families are measurably 

more fragile, single parenthood is the norm, and the couples that do marry have relatively high 

rates of divorce.  Although most working-age men are employed at least part-time, they put in 

fewer hours and are significantly more likely to be out of the workforce than in Belmont.  Violent 

and property crime rates are many times higher in Fishtown than in Belmont.  Most surprisingly, 

and contrary to the perception that religiosity is a stronghold of the working classes, the denizens 

of Fishtown are less likely to be involved with religious institutions than their more affluent 

counterparts and are relatively unchurched compared to Belmont residents, with regular 

attendance at religious services standing at practically zero (pp. 205-06).  In sum, through a 

variety of measures and statistical analyses, and in chart after chart, Murray shows that the 

disparities between life in Belmont and Fishtown are stark, growing, and driven largely by 

unraveling at the bottom.  Although Belmont has, to a remarkable degree, managed to preserve 
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traditional patterns and standards of behavior, Fishtown has suffered a pronounced decline on 

many fronts, with life becoming more atomized, fractured, and disorganized.  

II.  Industriousness 

This is a complex story with many moving parts, and Murray=s treatment and presentation of the 

data are vulnerable to challenge on many counts.  Although his picture of increased polarization is 

largely persuasive, the significance he attaches to his numbers is sometimes open to question or at 

least to further probing.  Perhaps the most problematic is his attributing less educated men=s fewer 

work hours to an erosion of what he terms >industriousness.= (Murray at 168-188)   The flight of 

less educated men from the workforce has many potential causes and is beset by conflicting 

interpretations and possible causal accounts.  Have less educated men become lazier, less skilled, 

less diligent, and less reliable, or have labor market conditions changed to make them appear so?  

Is there less work to be had and is it harder to find a secure and steady job at a living wage?   Even 

if jobs exist, have the compositional changes in available employment, including the shift to more 

service-oriented work, discouraged and disoriented working class men?3  Have opinion-leaders 

contributed to the working classes’ demoralization by extolling careerism, overselling upward 

mobility, deploring Adead end jobs,@ and de-emphasizing the dignity of self-reliance?  As with so 

many questions surrounding labor market trends, experts seeking to account for less educated 

men=s declining prospects have struggled mightily to distinguish between so-called Asupply side@ 

factors (the quality, skills, and availability of workers) and the role of the “demand side” (the 

number, type, and quality of the jobs available).  Economists are cowed by the complexity of 

these issues, especially as economic factors are clearly intertwined with cultural influences.  The 

importance ascribed to changes in the economy, as opposed to culturally-driven shifts in working 

class men=s behavior and attitudes, marks a great divide in how economists think about the causes 

and cures of growing inequalities in American society4 B inequalities that are not confined to 

                                                 
3  For a discussion of changes in the economic prospects of non-college educated men, see 

discussion below. 

4   See, e.g., Miles Corak, Income Inequality, Equality of Opportunity, and Int3ergenerational Mobility, 27 J. of 
Economic Perspectives (Summer 2013) 79, 90 (discussing growing inequality in the range of parental investments in 
children’s human capital over time). 
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whites, but extend across ethnic groups.

There is nonetheless some credible evidence in favor of Murray=s predominantly Asupply side,@ 

interpretation, which is that less-educated men have become less willing to take available work 

(pp. 168-88).  First, as Murray notes, disability claims have increased steadily among men 

without a college degree despite improving general health (p. 171).  Second, our economy has 

drawn a steady influx of immigrants, many of whom are unskilled.  Because welfare supports are 

limited, employment is a prime means of support for this population, and many work the long 

hours that are now typical of upper middle class men.5  Third, research in labor economics 

indicates that, despite shifts in the types of jobs and some business cycle-driven fluctuation over 

past decades, the sheer number of positions available to less skilled workers has not declined.6  

This raises the possibility that reductions in work effort could be due partly dissatisfaction with the 

type of work available, or an expectation of more remuneration (or, as the economists put it, a 

rising Areservation price.@)  Finally, research discussed in more detail below has documented a 

growing divergence of earnings even among workers with similar years of schooling and 

experience.  Although the demand-side trend towards greater returns to skill is thought to drive 

some of this, a supply side explanation B which is traceable to the emergence of a broader variation 

in productivity within similarly-educated cohorts, including a deterioration for a significant 

number of men B cannot be ruled out.  Much of this is speculative, and there are still many 

uncertainties about the economic and cultural forces at work. 

III.  The Evolving Importance of Family 

In addition to discussing widening class divides in patterns of work, Murray ranges over 

                                                 
5  See, e.g., Giovanni Peri, Immigration, Native Poverty, and the Labor Market, in David 

Card and Steven Raphael, eds., Immigration, Poverty, and Socioeconomic Inequality (Russell 
Sage 2013) at 29-59, 

6  See, e.g., Frank Levy and Richard Murnane, Earnings Levels and Earnings Inequality, 
A Review of Recent Trends and Proposed Explanations, 30 J. Of Econ. Lit. Sept. 1992, at 1353.  
See also David Autor, The Polarization of Job Opportunities in the U.S. Labor Market: 
Implications for Employment and Earnings, 23 Community Investments Fall 2011; Daron 
Acemoglue and David Autor, What Does Human Capital Do?, 50 J of Econ. Lit 2012, 426-453.  
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measures of obedience to law, honesty, and family life.  Describing the recent sharp divergence 

by class in the number of married couples and intact families as Athe fault line dividing American 

classes@ (p. 149), he makes no secret of regarding the last item on this list as Aelemental.”  The 

evidence Murray gathers, as well as a growing body of demographic and ethnographic research, 

point to rapid changes in this realm, with large gaps in patterns of marriage and reproduction 

emerging over the past several decades.7  Although most whites still marry at some point, 

marriage rates are now significantly lower for individuals, and especially men, who lack a 

four-year college degree than for those with more education.8  These disparities are growing 

steadily.9  Moreover, because lower-socioeconomic status (SES) couples are now increasingly 

more likely than their better educated counterparts to divorce,10 and larger numbers of their 

children are being born outside of marriage, the incidence of single parenthood among the least 

educated continues to rise.11  A recently published book on unwed fatherhood in working class 

communities notes that Aonly about 6 percent of [all] college-educated mothers= births are 

nonmarital, versus 60 percent of those of high school dropouts.@12  The corresponding disparity 

                                                 
7   See, e.g., see, Amy L. Wax, Diverging family structure and Arational@ behavior: The decline in marriage as a 
disorder of choice, in Lloyd Cohen and Joshua Wright, Research Handbook on the Economics of Family Law (2012). 
 
8   See, e.g., Lynn White and Stacey Rogers, Economic Circumstances and Family Outcomes:  A Review of the 
1990s, 62 J. of Marriage and Family 1035 (2000);  Andrew Cherlin, The Deinstitutionalization of American 
Marriage, 66 J. of Marriage and Family 2004. 
 

9  For a review, see Amy Wax, Engines of Inequality, 41 Family Law Quarterly 567 
(2007); Andrew Cherlin, Demographic trends in the United States: A review of research in the 
2000s, 72 J. Of Marriage and Family 403-419 (2010).   See also Murray at 154. 

10  See, e.g., Kathryn Edin and Timothy Nelson, Doing the Best I Can: Fatherhood in the 
Inner City, at 217 (AAmong those married in the late 1980s and early 1990s, divorce rates were 
roughly twice as high for those without a college degree as for those holding a college diploma.  
Increasingly these men stopped marrying altogether, at least during the prime family-building 
years.@) 

11  For a review of demographic trends by class, see, Amy L. Wax, Diverging family 
structure and Arational@ behavior: The decline in marriage as a disorder of choice, in Lloyd Cohen 
and Joshua Wright, Research Handbook on the Economics of Family Law, at 19.  

12  Edin and Nelson, at 5. 
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for white women B Murray=s targeted population B is somewhat lower, but still substantial.13  As 

for extra-marital fatherhood (a topic relatively neglected by demographers), a recent paper 

documents an even steeper class gradient.  Within a large representative sample of men with 

children, only 3.4 percent of those with a four-year college degree had fathered their children out 

of wedlock, whereas fully 40 percent of high school graduates and 42 percent of high school 

dropouts had children while unmarried.14  Families have not only become less cohesive and 

stable, but also more complex.  The evidence reveals that extra-marital, multiple-partner 

reproduction is surging among the white working class (as well as minorities from all social 

classes), but is still rare among white college graduates.15  

The contrasts between family life in Fishtown and Belmont reflect these trends.  Among 

the white Belmont population ages 30-49, more than 90% are married, whereas the marriage rate 

in Fishtown is closer to half of that. (Murray at 154-155).  In Belmont, the divorce rate is an 

astonishing 5%, which is not much higher than in 1960, and is consistent with steadily declining 

rates of marital breakup among the well-educated over the past several decades (Murray at 156).16  

In contrast, marriages in Fishtown tend to be less stable, with a divorce rate of 35% prevailing 

among middle-aged whites.(Murray at 156)  From these trends there have emerged patterns of 

childbearing and childrearing that reinforce existing class disparities.  By Murray’s calculation, 
                                                 

13  Amy L. Wax, Diverging family structure and Arational@ behavior: The decline in 
marriage as a disorder of choice, in Lloyd Cohen and Joshua Wright, Research Handbook on the 
Economics of Family Law 

14  Marcia Carlson, Alicia VanOrman, and Natasha Pilkauskas, Examining the 
Antecedents of U.S. Non-marital Fatherhood, 50 Demography 1421, 1433 (2013). 

15  Ibid., and references cited therein.  See also See also Tach, Edin and McLanahan, 
Multiple Partners and Multiple Partner Fertility in Fragile Families, Working paper Wp11-10-FF, 
Bendheim Thoman Center for Research on Child Well-being, Princeton University; Marcia 
Carlson and Frank Furstenberg, The Prevalence and Correlates of Multipartnered Fertility among 
Urban U.S. Parents, 68 J. of Marriage and Family (2006) 718-732. 

16  See Engines of Inequality at 573, and articles cited therein (discussing declining 
divorce rates among higher SES couples since the 1980s).  See also Andrew Cherlin, 
Demographic trends in the United States: A review of research in the 2000s, 72 J. Of Marriage and 
Family 403, 405 (2010) (same).  
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only about 35% of the children in Fishtown are living with both biological parents when a mother 

reaches age forty, whereas more than 85% of Belmont children are reared in this type of family 

(Murray at 167).  This striking difference reflects the present-day reality, which is that families in 

elite white neighborhoods are mostly stable and strong.17   

To Murray, these developments are of grave and far-reaching significance because marital 

decline not only weakens the cohesion of communities but also interferes with Athe socialization of 

the next generation@ (p. 158).  The host of ills he recites is familiar to students of child 

development.  Growing up with one parent raises the risk of adverse outcomes on a range of 

dimensions, including delinquency, crime, mental and physical health, drug and alcohol abuse, 

educational achievement, future earnings, occupational status, family formation and stability, and 

longevity.18   Murray=s concern about the detrimental effects of family fragmentation is shared 

by professional demographers and economists of every political stripe, who see the growing class 

divergence in family structure as an important engine of widening social and economic divides.19   

Those differences are especially acute for the next generation, and have keen implications for 

social mobility.  Children in places like Belmont benefit from a stable and predictable upbringing, 

with the steady presence of two biological parents throughout their childhood.   Those 

advantages are compounded by a growing divergence in childrearing behavior, with well-off 

families investing significantly more time and money in their offspring over the past few decades 

                                                 
17  See, e.g., See also Tach, Edin and McLanahan, Multiple Partners and Multiple Partner 

Fertility in Fragile Families, Working paper Wp11-10-FF, Bendheim Thoman Center for Research 
on Child Wellbeing, Princeton University. 

18   For a summary of findings in the literature, see, e.g., Sara McLanahan, Father Absence and the Welfare of 
Children, Publication of Network on the Family and the Economy, MacArthur Foundation, at 
http://apps.olin.wustl.edu/macarthur/working%20papers/wp-mclanahan2.htm  
 

19  See, e.g., David Autor and Melanie Wasserman, Wayward Sons: The Emerging 
Gender Gap in Labor Markets and Education, Third Way at 
http://www.thirdway.org/publications/662 (opining that being raised in a single parent family 
contributes to lower educational prospects and poorer job performance among men); Shelley 
Lundberg and Bob Pollak, Cohabitation and the Uneven Retreat from Marriage in the U.S., 
1950-2010 (May 2013), NBER online,  http://www.nber.org/chapters/c12896 (detailing the 
detrimental effects of family breakdown for educational attainment and productivity.) 

http://apps.olin.wustl.edu/macarthur/working%20papers/wp-mclanahan2.htm
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even as Athe opportunity cost of time [with children] for college educated parents has grown.@20   

Much of this extra attention goes to cognitively intensive Aconcerted cultivation,@21 with parents 

speaking, reading, and playing with children as well as managing their involvement with sports, 

lessons, and enriching social and cultural activities.22 

This portrait makes clear that the lives of children in Fishtown and Belmont are diverging 

in ways that exacerbate growing inequalities.  Because parents play a pivotal role in the education 

and socialization of future generations, class gaps in parental investments, parenting style, and 

family structure cannot help but widen social and economic disparities that are already 

pronounced.  Yet despite this data and a strong consensus about these trends= ominous 

significance, some sociologists and legal academics continue to discount the importance of family 

fragmentation and minimize the family’s role as the key crucible of human capital.  Some simply 

ignore the demographic sources of growing economic inequality23 or soft-pedal family structure as 

a polarizing or economically significant force.24   Others regard family fragility as the inevitable 

and irreversible byproduct of modernity, best managed by more and better government services 

and social programs.25  Emblematic of these blind spots is a recent volume on labor market 

                                                 
20  Garey Ramey and Valerie Ramey, The Rug Rat Race, NBER Working paper, August 

2009 at 19, http://www.nber.org/papers/w15284.  The Rameys demonstrate that the amount of 
time that college educated mothers and fathers have invested in the care and education of their 
children, in contrast to less educated parents, has increased steadily since the early 1990s.  

21  See Annette Lareau, Unequal Childhoods. 

22  See, e.g., Lundberg and Pollak (summarizing recent data on time with children by class 
and race). 

23  See, e.g., Peter Gottschalk, Inequality, Income Growth, and Mobility: The Basic Facts, 
11 J. Of Economic Perspectives, Spring 1997. 21-40, 21 (noting that Aa large descriptive literature 
has documented the rise in inequality, while a smaller behavioral literature has sought to delineate 
the causes of its rise.@) 

24  See, e.g., George Packer, The Unwinding (2013). 

25  See, e.g., Melissa Murray and Alice Ristroph, Disestablishing the Family, 119 Yale 
Law J. 1236 (2010); Melissa Murray, What=s So New About the New Illegitimacy, American 
Journal of Gender, Social Policy, and the Law;   Stephanie Coontz, The Way We Really Are. 
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trends, which fails to mention the role of families and upbringing in creating reliable citizens as 

well as capable and productive workers.26   

A.  The Driving Force Behind Family Breakdown: Culture or Economy? 

An even more contentious debate concerns the causes of the class-based retreat from 

marriage.  Disagreement rages as to why the less educated are rejecting matrimony in growing 

numbers while the more privileged continue to embrace it.  The most popular explanations look 

not to group differences in cultural outlook or competence, but rather to structural economic 

forces.  AEconomistic accounts@27 play off a rational actor model, which assumes that people 

maximize their own self-interest.  Thus, even habits that appear self-defeating and maladaptive 

must be understood as welfare-maximizing reactions to external constraints.  Those who stress 

economic causes of family breakdown focus specifically on labor market developments that have 

dimmed prospects for less educated men, which has diminished their desirability as husbands and 

fathers. To the extent that working class men=s (and women=s) volatile and anti-social conduct has 

contributed to strained male-female relations, these behaviors should be viewed as the outgrowth 

of adverse economic conditions.28 

Because Coming Apart is mainly descriptive, it never really engages the vital question of 

why the working class family is disintegrating.  But the general thrust of this book, with its 

emphasis on cultural attitudes, leaves little doubt that Murray regards non-economic factors as the 

prime force behind the retreat from marriage.29  According to Murray, the bottom third of the 

                                                 
26 Arne L. Kalleberg, Good Jobs, Bad Jobs: The Rise of Polarized and Precarious 

Employment Systems in the United States, 1970s to 2000s 

27  See, e.g., Brad Wilcox, Values Inequality, Wall Street Journal, Tuesday January 31, 
2012 (defining Aeconomism@ as identifying economic causes and cures for family breakdown and 
changing marital demographics). 

28  See, e.g., Edin and Nelson supra; Kathryn Edin and Maria Kefalas, Promises I Can 
Keep. 

29  See, e.g., Edin and Nelson, at 218 ( A[P]ublic intellectuals from the right like Charles 
Murray tell one version of the culture story, which points to a decline in the adherence to core 
American values among those at the bottom.@) 
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population has abandoned core American values en masse.  They work less hard, are less sexually 

responsible, are indifferent to organized religion, and are less concerned about breaking the law.  

In explaining these trends, Murray mentions the economy only glancingly and omits a sustained 

analysis of labor market trends.  In pointing the finger at cultural decline, he simply assumes that 

the >economistic view= is misguided or, at best, radically incomplete.  For Murray, maladaptive 

behavior cannot be laid at the feet of economic forces.  Rather, poor socialization and bad 

choices, encouraged by unwise government programs, contribute both to the disintegrating 

families and to the economic woes of the less educated.   

Murray’s reluctance to engage with this debate is understandable.  Explaining the family=s 

evolution presents formidable challenges, because decisions about marriage and childbearing are 

complex and operate on many levels.  And the confluence of multiple trends means that making 

the case for culture’s primacy is far from easy.  Labor market prospects for less educated men 

have deteriorated (with some fluctuation) during the same decades-long period that marriage rates 

have fallen, but it is far from clear which development is driving the other.  For both work and 

family, the links between economic factors and personal behavior are far from straightforward, 

and the family=s evolution occurred during a rapid period of cultural ferment.  The data is often 

elusive and hard to interpret, the demand side and the supply side are difficult to disentangle, and 

sorting out the causal arrows is a formidable task. 

.  But that doesn=t keep many demographers from trying.  The debate surrounding the 

class-based deterioration of the family revisits some of the same evidence that is pertinent to 

working class men=s declining work effort.  Believers in the economic roots of lower marriage 

rates tend to focus on a growing wage dispersion for men.30   This is reflected in a widening gap 

between the earnings of typical male college graduates living in places like Belmont and the high 

school graduates residing in Fishtown and similar locales.  A number of labor market trends feed 

into this pattern.  First, an A educational premium@ in remuneration emerged after the 1970s, with 

                                                 
30  See, e.g., Peter Gottschalk, Inequality, Income Growth, and Mobility: The Basic Facts, 

11 J. Of Economic Perspectives (Spring 1997) 21-40, 21 (noting an increase in inequality of wages 
and a dispersion of family income from the 1960s through the 1990s). 
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income relentlessly rising for men with advanced education and flattening or declining, with some 

variations, for men without college.31  The sources of these trends is subject to some dispute.32  

An oft-repeated story is that industrial decline has reduced the number of well-paying, secure, 

unionized, manufacturing jobs that were previously available to men with the fewest years of 

schooling.  The disappearance of these jobs has depressed the earnings of men in this category 

and reduced job stability and security.33  

Do these labor market developments B or, in the parlance of labor economists, demand-side 

factors B  provide a complete and satisfactory explanation for observed shifts in marriage rates 

and family formation among the working class?  According to some social scientists, the answer 

is yes.   For these commentators, the disappearance of well-paying working class jobs and Aan 

unprecedented decline in the wages of the non-college educated@ were A force[s] powerful enough 

to tear apart . . .  burly working class neighborhoods.@34  The precise causal sequence need not be 

elucidated.  No further explanation is needed. 

Others doubt that the job market can fully explain the working class family=s deterioration.  

First, although some traditional manufacturing and production jobs disappeared35 and a gradual 

>hollowing out@ of the Amiddle skill@ tier of positions occurred,36 the number of jobs available to 

                                                 
31  Frank Levy and Richard Murnane, Earnings Levels and Earnings Inequality, A Review 

of Recent Trends and Proposed Explanations, 30 J. Of Econ. Lit. Sept. 1992, at 1353.  See also 
David Autor, The Polarization of Job Opportunities in the U.S. Labor Market: Implications for 
Employment and Earnings, 23 Community Investments Fall 2011; Daron Acemoglue and David 
Autor, What Does Human Capital Do?, 50 J of Econ. Lit 2012, 426-453.  See also sources cited in 
note 39, 40.   

32  For a review of data in these area, see Acemoglue and Autor, 50 J. Of Econ. Lit. 2012.   

33   See, e.g., David Autor, The Polarization of Job Opportunities in the U.S. Labor Market: Implications for 
Employment and Earnings, 23 Community Investments Fall 2011 
 

34  Edin and Nelson, at 217. 

35  Id. At 442-444.  See also Autor, The Polarization of Job Opportunities, at B. 

36  Acemoglue and Autor At 444.  See also David Autor, Lawrence Katz, and Melissa 
Kearney, Trends in U.S.: Wage Inequality: Revising the Revisionists, 90 Review of Economics 
and Statistics (May 2008) 300-323, at 319 (noting an increase in jobs and compensation, compared 



 
 16 

less educated workers has not in fact decreased overall.37  More positions in the service and 

technical sectors are now available to those with less formal education.38  While these are not 

generally as remunerative as the jobs they have replaced, they do provide employment 

opportunities as well as the prospect of moving up to more rewarding positions.  And, as 

discussed more below, working at these jobs does allow two conscientious earners, aided by 

income enhancement programs such as the Earned Income Tax Credit (EITC), to put together a 

family income significantly above the poverty line.  This means that, even for a low income 

person, economic considerations favor getting married to someone with similar earning power 

over living alone or as a single parent.  

Second, some prominent demographers have opined that, even acknowledging that male 

earnings clearly influence men=s marriageability, recent variations in labor market factors are still  

Anot enough to explain the bulk of recent changes in family structure.@ Quite simply, Athe economic 

position of men has not changed enough to explain most of the changes in marriage patterns.@39  

An eclectic set of observations supports this view.  First, marriage has declined differentially 

among various American groups.  Black men marry at far lower rates than white and Hispanic 

men with similar years of schooling, employment history, and earnings.40  This suggests that 

strong cultural factors contribute to the family=s decline, at least among some groups.  Second, 

although Agood@ manufacturing jobs are somewhat scarcer than before 1980, the overall profile of 

the job market is far from dismal.41  As already noted, the emerging pattern has been one of a 

dispersion in earnings, even within job sectors and for men with similar education and 

                                                                                                                                                             
to the 1980s, at the bottom and top of earnings distribution accompanied by a Ahollowing out@ of 
the middle). 

37  Acemoglue and Autor At 442. 

38  Id. At 443.  See also Autor, The Polarization of Job Growth, at 13-14. 

39  David Ellwood and Christopher Jenks,@The Spread of Single Parent Families in the 
United States Since 1960,@ in Daniel Patrick Moynihan, The Future of the Family (2004).   

40   See Amy L. Wax, Engines of Inequality, at --. 
41  See David Autor, The Polarization of Job Opportunities in U.S. Labor Markets 
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experience.42  This suggests that, across the board, workers are sorting themselves into less and 

more productive, as judged by their value-added on the job.  Although there is no question that 

higher skills command a premium, some labor economists speculate that so-called Aunobserved@ 

qualities (including those Alinked to school quality, intrinsic ability, effort, etc@) and Asoft skills@ 

like reliability, industriousness, and work ethic, are important to job success, which means that 

some of the growing wage dispersion may be due to employers= tendency to reward superior 

worker.  If work habits vary greatly even among those with similar educational profiles,43 and if a 

significant numbers of men are becoming less well-socialized to work, the Asupply side@ could 

play a role in the declining labor market fortunes of men without advanced education or skills.  In 

other words, there is evidence that the cohort of unskilled men has changed, with a growing 

dispersion in “work ethic” and “soft skills,” and a significant segment of the male population 

becoming less sedulous and conscientious.  The labor market is responding by rewarding the 

most reliable workers, while leaving others behind.  Some of these divisions can be traced back to 

differences in behavior and family structure.  In this vein, David Autor, a prominent MIT 

economist, recently concluded that the sons of single parent families are, on average, less 

well-adapted to school, work and marriage than men from intact families.  He speculates that the 

sharp growth in unmarried motherhood among the less educated might be contributing to working 

class men=s deteriorating educational and economic position.44  Finally, a landmark study by 

                                                 
42  See David Autor, The Polarization of Job Opportunities in U.S. Labor Markets 

43  David Autor, The Polarization of Job Opportunities, at 13; see also Thomas Lemieux, 
Increasing Residual Wage Inequality: Composition Effects, Noisy Data, or Rising Demand for 
Skill, American Economic Review (June 2006) 461.  On a possible significant role for growing 
differentials in labor market attributes within group (i.e., within cohorts of similarly educated 
men), see, e.g., Lawrence F. Katz and David H. Autor, Changes in the Wage Structure and 
Earnings Inequality, in Orley Ashenfelter and David Card, Handbook of Labor Economics, 
Volume 3 (1999), at 1497-1498.  For more on the causes of labor market changes since the 1960s, 
see Chinhui Juhn, Kevin Murphy, and Brooks Pierce, Wage Inequality and the Rise in Returns to 
Skill, 10 J. Of Political Economy (1993) 410-442. 

44  See also Autor, Wayward Sons (suggesting that poor socialization among men raised in 
single-parent families has contributed to declining educational and labor market prospects). 
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ethnographers Kathryn Edin and Timothy Nelson of fathers in white and black working class 

neighbhorhoods in Philadelphia (which includes portraits of white fathers in the real present day 

Fishtown) paints a disturbing picture that lends support to the idea that men=s erratic behavior 

interferes both with their ability to form stable families and with their labor market success.45  

Most of the men these authors portray have fathered multiple children by different women starting 

at a young age, and many seem barely to know or like their partners.46  They rarely marry, and 

relations between these them and their women are confused, volatile, mistrustful, and fleeting.  

Many contribute little to the support of their children, whom they see only occasionally and 

frequently abandon by mid-childhood, often in favor of new offspring by other women.  Yet, 

despite their considerable family responsibilities, the men the authors studied work only 

erratically. Their relationships with their bosses are vexed, and their intermittent involvement with 

crime, alcohol, and drugs makes them unreliable partners and less than desirable workers.   

Although far from systematic, these types of ethnographic observations add an important 

dimension to the standard accounts of the roots of demographic change by redirecting attention 

from the demand side to the supply side.  Are these men really Adoing the best they can,@ even in a 

stringent economy?  How important are behavioral factors in these men=s poor economic 

prospects?  Are their impulsiveness and imprudence, so manifest in their personal lives, reflected 

in their performance at work? And which came first, bad habits or diminished opportunities?  An 

oft-heard complaint is that, for poorly educated men, steady and reliable work is hard to come by 

Bthat is, Afor the average guy stable employment don=t last that long.  You might work this week 

                                                 
45  See Edin and Kefalas, Promises I Can Keep; Edin and Nelson. 

46  See e.g., Edin and Kefalas, Promises I can Keep; Amy L. Wax, Too Few Good Men, 
Policy Review; see also Edin and Nelson, Doing the Best I Can at 186, noting the Ahigh rate of 
partner churning@ among a population of white and black urban men, and observing that, in the 
type of working class community they studied, Afor couples having children outside of marriage, 
children by multiple partners is now the statistical norm.@  See also Tach, Edin and McLanahan, 
Multiple Partners and Multiple Partner Fertility in Fragile Families, Working paper Wp11-10-FF, 
Bendheim Thoman Center for Research on Child Wellbeing, Princeton University. 
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and be out the next week, you know?@47  This comment throws into sharp relief the question of 

whether men=s checkered work histories should be blamed on their quality and reliability as 

workers  or on the poor quality and duration of available jobs.  Is the chief problem the lack of 

stable and sufficiently remunerative work, or that (some) working class men have become less 

persistent, reliable, determined, or capable, or some combination of these?  Are men “in one week 

and out the next” because employers are dissatisfied with them, or because that’s the way the job 

market operates these days?   The ethnography cannot definitively answer these questions, but it 

does suggest that too many men without a college education are both indifferent partners and less 

than ideal workers and that these deficiencies reinforce each other.  To be sure, a long-term stable 

marriage is hard to achieve without reasonably stable and remunerative employment.  But the 

habit of having children young, out of wedlock, and by multiple women, also fatally interferes 

with enduring, harmonious relationships.  And it’s hard to see how these types of careless 

personal choices can be viewed as the inevitable outgrowth of a difficult and unstable job market. 

Additional observations, including the simple economics of family life, undermine the 

position that the working class retreat from marriage can be traced solely to economic causes.  

First, turning away from marriage is not economically rational for people at the bottom of the 

earnings ladder because even modestly skilled individuals can improve their financial situation by 

teaming up with a spouse of similar background.  Married couples can take advantage of 

economies of scale, and spouses who earn no more than the minimum wage can together exceed 

the federal poverty line for a family of two.  When children arrive, substantial income-boosting 

benefits, such as the Earned Income Tax credit, can enhance the family=s position even more.48  

Although life for people at the bottom is still far from easy, econometric data shows that marriage 

measurably reduces child poverty even for modest earners.  According to the United States 

                                                 
47  Edin and Nelson, at 62.   

48  Amy L. Wax, Engines of Inequality, at 586.  It is still the case that marriage may result 
in the loss of some benefits, such as food stamps.  However, it is unclear how much low-income 
individuals are swayed by such factors, and students of fragile families have observed that other, 
more personal impediments seem more important to the decision not to marry.  
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Census, the poverty rate for single parents with children in the U.S. in 2009 was over 37%, 

whereas the rate for married couples with children was 6.8%.  Although some of this gap can be 

traced to compositional effects  (because higher earners are more likely to marry), the protective 

effects of marriage remain for children from every social class.  Robert Lerman has calculated 

that, even controlling for men=s and women=s wages, inequality and child poverty would be 

substantially lower today if marriage had remained at 1971 levels.  Specifically, had marriage 

rates not fallen since the early 1970s, overall child poverty Awould have declined to 12.9%, or 

about 25% below the 1989 poverty rates, and almost 10% below 1971 poverty rates.@49  In other 

words, the choice to remain single and bear children outside of wedlock makes everyone and their 

children, regardless of social class, worse off.   There are no economic advantages to rejecting 

marriage in favor of living alone or having children as a single parent.  This observation suggests 

that changing norms, as opposed to rational economic calculation, have contributed significantly 

to working class marital decline, and that the patterns currently observed cannot be attributed to 

>economic necessity= or even the desire for economic advantage. 

That marriage provides economic benefits across all socioeconomic strata suggests that 

wiser personal choices could produce more security even within the present economy.  The real 

problem with the ‘economistic’ view is that the decision to marry and stay married has always 

involved far more than rational economic calculation.  Sustained male-female bonds inevitably 

implicate character, behavior, and values.  Reaping the gains from stable and enduring 

relationships requires a strong mutual commitment, ongoing cooperation, financial and personal 

restraint, a long term perspective, careful planning, and the consistent dedication of both spouse=s 

earnings to the common enterprise.50   This is a demanding list and, as Kathryn Edin and Timothy 

Nelson have observed, too many working class men (and also women) find it increasingly difficult 

to fulfill these requirements.  The men they portray respond poorly to conventional adult 

expectations and are relatively unsocialized to the roles of breadwinner, worker, husband and 
                                                 

49  Robert Lerman, The Impact of the Changing US Family Structure on Child Poverty and 
Income Inequality Economica 1996, at S 137. 

50  See Amy L. Wax, Engines of Inequality, 41 Family Law Quarterly, at 586. 
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father that were so imprinted on past generations.  Many are Aunmarriageable@ due habits that 

interfere with enduring relationships, or they are simply uninterested in getting married.  As Edin 

and Nelson state in commenting on the men in their study, 

[M]ost American husbands seem to rise to their wives= demands without too much 

resistance B after all, married men earn more, drink and carouse less, and commit less 

crime than their unmarried counterparts do.  But men at the bottom have a sharply 

different reaction.  Women=s new mandates are not met with the grudging acceptance of a 

. . . typical American husband, who has become increasingly involved in the day to day 

activities of family life.  Instead, [the men we studied] become bewildered, aggrieved, and 

enraged.@51 

The authors attribute this resistance to connubial expectations as Aone mark of a deep fragility that 

has its roots in men=s often-troubled families of origin,@ Murray at 52 B a fragility that manifests 

itself Aagain and again@ in the type of domestic disorder that has long plagued the black urban 

underclass and is increasingly infecting white working class communities like Murray=s Fishtown. 

B.  Cultural Change and the Collapse of Marriage 

Why have stable and lasting marriages proven so much more elusive for the working class 

than in the past?  Although Edin and Nelson don=t take on this question systematically, their 

account suggests that disrupted families, absent fathers, and erratic male behavior result from a 

complicated and intertwined set of social and economic developments.  It’s just too simple to 

regard the decline in marriage among the working class as an inevitable and “rational” 

consequence of current labor market conditions.  Rather, this is a dysfunctional and ultimately 

self-defeating trend, fueled by a confluence of culture, economics, and perverse attitudes. Most of 

the men (and women) in the Edin and Nelson study routinely make bad choices.  The question is 

why they do so.  Answering this question, as well as illuminating the entire demographic picture 

(including the family=s stability at the top of society), is a challenging task. 

                                                 
51  Edin and Nelson, at 82 

52   Edin and Nelson at 82. 
 



 
 22 

Some theories allude to general social developments B such as the invention of the birth 

control pill and its effect on pre-existing shot-gun marriage norms B but these are inadequate in 

failing to explain growing class and race disparities.53  One recent attempt to explain growing 

gaps points to a peculiar interaction of a society-wide attitudinal change with class-based 

economic trends.  According to proponents, expectations surrounding personal relationships have 

risen across the board.54   Whereas people used to view marriage as a common enterprise aimed 

at building a couple=s economic position, now many insist upon achieving financial security as a 

prerequisite to matrimony.  As explained in a recent report on the causes and consequences of 

delayed marriage, getting married @is no longer the foundation on which young adults build their 

prospects for future prosperity and happiness.@  Rather, Amarriage comes only after they have 

moved toward financial and psychological independence.@  In other words, Amarriage has shifted 

from being the cornerstone to the capstone of adult life.@55   On this theory, marriage has 

collapsed among the less educated because Adeclining job prospects . . . may simply put this 

capstone ideal out of reach.@56   Although this account ties the class dimension of observed trends 

to economic constraints, it identifies a newly emergent conception of marriage as decisive.  

One byproduct of the shift to the capstone conception of marriage has been a loosening of 

the tie between marriage and childbearing.  But that separation has been selective.  The 

dissociation varies by class, and is most pronounced in society’s bottom echelons.  Although the 
                                                 

53  See Wax, supra, in Handbook of the Economics of the family, at 26-27 (discussing the 
Abirth control shock@ theory and its shortcomings). 

54  See, e.g., Edin and Kefalas, Promises I Can Keep; Edin and Nelson, at 219;  Kay 
Hymowitz et al., Knot Yet: The Benefits and Costs of Delayed Marriage in America (Summary), a 
report of the National Marriage Project at the University of Virginia, published at 
http://twentysomethingmarriage.org/  

55  Kay Hymowitz et al., Knot Yet: The Benefits and Costs of Delayed Marriage in 
America (Summary), a report of the National Marriage Project at the University of Virginia, 
published at http://twentysomethingmarriage.org/ 

56  Ibid.  See also Edin and Nelson at 219 (ADue to challenging circumstances, however, 
the less advantaged are less likely to be in relationships that clear the new bar@ of higher 
expectations.) 
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less privileged repeatedly cite financial insecurity as a reason to shun or delay marriage, they are 

increasingly willing to reproduce despite their precarious finances and unpredictable personal 

situation.  For them, marriage and the presence of two parents is Anice but not necessary for 

raising children.@57   An indifference to family stability as a prerequisite for effective childrearing 

contrasts with wariness and stringency for marriage. 

 The puzzles and contradictions of working class attitudes towards marriage and 

childbearing are thrown into even sharper relief by the contrasting priorities of the privileged.  A 

famous observation in social science (pioneered by scholars of delinquency) is that the most 

important question is not why some individuals deviate from conventional norms, but why others 

continue to embrace them.58 Although the sequence of Amarriage first, childbearing later@ is fading 

fast at the bottom of society, it retains remarkable vitality for white men and women with a college 

degree.  Despite the impression fostered by highly publicized exceptions, this cohort has 

maintained consistently low rates of extra-marital fatherhood and motherhood.59  Thus, as with 

marriage, education has emerged as an important dividing line in patterns of childbearing and 

childrearing, with widening gaps developing between white people completing college and those 

who have not achieved a four-year degree.  The critical question is why college educated whites 

                                                 
57  Id.   On this note, see also Christina M. Gibson-Davis, Kathryn Edin, and Sara 

McLanahan, High Hopes but Even Higher Expectations: The Retreat from Marriage Among 
Low-Income Couples, 67 J. Of Marriage and Family (December 2005), at 1311. (noting, in a study 
of unmarried low income couples with children that A[w]hat parents in our study did NOT say 
about marriage is worth noting. Couples rarely referred to their children when discussing marriage 
and none believed that having a child was sufficient motivation . . .. No parent talked about 
marriage enhancing the life chances of their child.@) 

58  See Edin and Nelson, at 89, citing Travis Hirschi, Causes of Delinquency (1969). 

59  For statistics on fatherhood, see Marcia Carlson, Alicia G. Van Orman, and Natasha V. 
Pilkauskas, Examining the Antecedents of U.S. Nonmarital Fatherhood, 50 Demography 
1421-1447 (August 2013) (noting a 3.4% incidence of non-marital paternity among college 
graduates in a National Longitudinal Survey of Youth sample, as opposed to 41% and 40% 
respectively for men with less than high school or a high school diploma).  On unwed 
motherhood, see Amy L. Wax, Diverging family structure and Arational@ behavior: The decline in 
marriage as a disorder of choice, in Lloyd Cohen and Joshua Wright, Research Handbook on the 
Economics of Family Law, at 19.  
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continue to Alive in the 1950s of Ozzie and Harriet (only with much better food).@60  One might 

also ask how this can be reconciled with cultural elites’ apparent public embrace of Afamily 

diversity@ as, at worst, a benign influence, and, at best, a positive good.   

The prevalence of traditional patterns of marriage and childbearing among the Belmont set 

has received remarkably little sustained attention.  Demographers and social scientists who do 

seek to understand the persistence of conventional nuclear families among educated whites, albeit 

with later ages of marriage, admit the situation is complex.  Once again, the existing data suggest 

that these patterns are not merely a matter of economics, but are grounded in class-based cultural 

attitudes and commitments.  As one recent research report observes, Athe fact that education 

remains a strong (negative) predictor of nonmarital fatherhood B even when projected earnings and 

employment are controlled B suggests that education is not simply a proxy for earnings capacity, 

but reflects a different set of values and preferences that discourage childbearing outside of 

marriage; these values and preferences either could be caused by education or were what selected 

individuals into educational attainment in the first place.@61    

In tackling the question of why marriage still preceeds precedes childbearing among most 

white college graduates, it is best to distinguish two questions.  First, why do women in this 

contingent eschew single motherhood and adhere to the convention of  Ano wedding, no womb@ 

despite being the Amost likely to have the earnings and benefits that would enable them to support 

a child alone@?62  Second, what enables these women to stick with this convention?  Why do men 

accede to the protocol by agreeing to marry the mothers of their future children, and to help raise 

those children?  To be sure, it takes two to tango.  White college educated women seem 

relatively happy with their potential mates (as compared to their working class counterparts) and 

appear more willing to marry these men.  Part of that is earning power, but the econometric 
                                                 

60  See Jonathan Rauch, Two Americas, Growing Apart: Charles Murray offers a better 
way to think and talk about class, Reason, June 2012, at 50.   

61  Carlson, et al, Demography, August 2013, at 1442.   

62  Shelly Lundberg and Robert A. Pollak, Cohabitation and the Uneven Retreat from 
Marriage in the US, 1950-2010, NBER May 2013, at 15. 
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evidence, which shows education to be more powerful than earnings as a predictor of marriage, 

belies money as the complete explanation.  This inadequacy is reinforced by contemplating the 

choices open to privileged men.  Enduring relationships and historically low divorce rates depend 

on men’s willingness to fulfill the roles of conscientious and faithful husbands and fathers.  But 

that just poses the question of why so many upper middle class men agree to take on those roles.  

Although Murray talks little about race in Coming Apart B the book is almost entirely about white 

Americans B a racial comparison highlights the puzzle.  Black college graduates have high rates 

of extramarital fatherhood ( 32%, which exceeds the incidence for white high school dropouts).63   

They also have historically low, and declining, rates of marriage.64  In a recent book, Ralph Banks 

tries to explain this phenomenon by pointing to the shortage of educated black men relative to 

women.  Skewed ratios give the most educated black men marriage market power, which 

encourages them to avoid matrimony in favor of dating multiple women and Aplaying the field@ B a 

practice that, the data suggests, yields a substantial number of out of wedlock births.65  Yet the 

Amarriage market@ explanation is ultimately unsatisfying.  Well-educated white men, who are 

among the most privileged members of society, are also in a good position to “play the field” by 

consorting with different women and to delay marriage indefinitely.  Refusing to marry the 

mothers of their children B a pattern that is increasingly common in the rest of society B could 

relieve these men of great expense, weighty responsibility, and irksome sexual and personal 

restrictions.  Yet most eschew that path.  In acceding to traditional marital relationships and 

paternal responsibilities B albeit at later ages than in past generations -- educated white men show 

themselves to be relatively well-socialized to these established roles.  They also reveal 

themselves to be motivated by considerations other than maximizing sexual opportunities and 

having a good time.  Among these are shared values and aspirations that are both highly 

                                                 
63  Marcia Carlson, Demography, August 2013, at 1440 (noting that racial differences in 

nonmarital fatherhood at all levels of education are Astark@). 

64  See Ralph Banks, Is Marriage for White People?  See also Amy L. Wax, Learned 
Helplessness, The New Criterion, May 2012. 
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conventional and remarkably enduring. 

Sophisticated social scientists understand that college-educated whites= willingness to 

marry and stay married is strikingly at odds with the demographic upheavals in the rest of society 

and stands in need of explanation. So how is it explained?  One recent paper speculates briefly 

that Athose with higher education have a greater incentive to avoid a nonmarital birth because they 

have more to lose in terms of their socioeconomic attainment.@66  In attempting a deeper analysis, 

economists Shelly Lundberg and Bob Pollak take up the Astatus anxiety@ theme by pointing to two 

important social trends that have emerged over the past few decades:  the dramatic increase in 

labor market returns to cognitive skill, and the growing competition for admission to selective 

colleges and graduate schools.67  They seize on the observation, already noted, that college 

educated white parents sharply increased the time they invested in their children starting in the 

mid-1990s B a run-up that has been attributed to the stiffening competition for spots at competitive 

colleges, which in turn deliver ever higher returns on the job market to their graduates.68   The 

authors reason that, because maximizing returns from investments in children requires a sustained 

effort over the decades of the child=s upbringing, upper class parents who are concerned about their 

children’s future prospects must find a way to secure each other=s cooperation for a lengthy period.  

Marriage serves as a workable Acommitment strategy@ to bind couples to invest mutually in shared 

offspring over time, which pays off in their children=s greater educational and occupational 

success.  

Despite its surface appeal, this explanation is not wholly satisfying.  First, the class-based 

divergence in out of wedlock births and marriage rates accelerated earlier than the sharp rise in 

competitive college admissions, which dates from the1990s.69   Second, although affluent and 

                                                                                                                                                             
65   See Banks, supra;  Wax, Learned Helplessness, supra;  Marcia Carlson, Demography, August 2013. 

66  Carlson, Demography, August 2013 At 1442.  See also Kay Hymowitz, Marriage and 
Caste, City Journal Winter 2006. 

67  Lundberg and Pollak, NBER Working Paper at 16. 

68  Lundberg and Pollak, citing Ramey and Ramey, supra. 

69  See Joshua Goldstein and Katherine Kenney, Marriage Delayed or Marriage Forgone:  
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educated parents may well be quite concerned to maintain or enhance their children=s social and 

economic position, it is hard to understand why less privileged parents are not similarly motivated.  

More specifically, why are they relatively oblivious to the diminished prospects their children face 

from growing up in fatherless and unstable families?  The two-parent family’s superior ability to 

build human capital and promote upward mobility would appear to provide an incentive for 

couples from every social class to join forces, stick together, and maintain a well-functioning and 

harmonious relationship.  Lundberg and Pollak are aware of this question.  In trying to explain 

why less privileged parents make fewer joint, long-term investments in children, they cite Asome 

combination of rising returns to human capital as income inequality rises, increasing real incomes 

at the top of the distribution, and improved information about payoffs to early child enrichment 

activities.70@   They also note that economic mobility within the United States has recently 

declined, suggesting Alimited prospects for economic success and low expected returns to 

[parental] investment@71 for working class children.  But these observations are speculative, lack 

quantitative rigor, and beg the question of cause and effect.  Although class mobility in the United 

States  is currently modest relative to other countries, the reasons for this are obscure.72  Is the 

immobility of children at the bottom due to economic or structural impediments, or are fewer 

individuals now equipped, encouraged, or willing, to do what is necessary to rise above their 

station?  Is working class parents’ relative reluctance to make long-term joint investments in their 

children an important reason for, or a rational response to, the “stickiness” of social class?   Once 

again, the question comes back to the demand versus supply side.  Which is most important?  

                                                                                                                                                             
New Cohort Forecasts of First Marriage for U.S. Women, 66 American Sociological Review , 
506-519 (2001); Lundberg and Pollak, at   

70 Lundberg and Pollak at 21-22. 
 

71  Lundberg and Pollak, at 21-22 

72  See Markus Jantti et al, American Exceptionalism in a New Light: A Comparison of 
Intergenerational Earnings Mobility in the Nordic Countries, the United Kingdom, and the United 
States, IZA Discussion Paper No. 1938, SSRN online at 
http://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=878675 
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The answer is that nobody really knows, and it is likely some of both.  But even if upward 

mobility is difficult, the lower class retreat from marriage is still not an optimal strategy.  At the 

very least, concerned parents= fear of downward mobility ought to motivate them to invest more.  

Unfortunately, there is some evidence that less educated parents give little weight to their 

children=s prospects when deciding whether or not to marry.73 This suggests there is room to raise 

awareness and encourage more attention to this important priority.74  Finally, Lundberg and 

Shelley=s reliance on privileged parents= concerns about their offspring’s future economic success 

cannot be an all-purpose explanation, as revealed by significantly lower marriage rates among 

black college graduates.  While there may be other reasons for racial disparities, serious students 

of demography ought to recognize that a fear of their children=s falling motivates some individuals 

more powerfully than others. 

C.  The Wages of Moral Deregulation 

A different story offers more promise in accounting for why family structure has decayed 

more at the top than at the bottom B one that looks to the society-wide phenomenon of moral 

deregulation.  Throughout the first half of the 20th Century, the code of Arespectable@ behavior in 

the United States was fairly strict, with sexual conduct, marriage, and childbearing subject to 

widely shared norms.  Beginning in the 1960s, the consensus surrounding these conventions 

began to crumble.  Pre-marital sex became commonplace and the stigma attached to delayed 

marriage, non-marriage, and extra-marital reproduction gradually abated.  As I have speculated 

elsewhere, the reaction to these shifts was not uniform throughout the population.  Some people 

Atook advantage of looser mores in some ways (for example, by engaging in premarital sex) while 

continuing to adhere to traditional patterns of family life (by getting and staying married), whereas 

others rejected past practices in most or all respects.@75  Specifically, the response to relaxed of 

                                                 
73  See Wax, supra, in Handbook of the Economics of the Family. 

74   Along these lines, the Bloomberg administration in New York City has recently launched a publicity campaign 
designed to educate the public about the costs and detriments of early out of wedlock childbearing.  See 
http://www.nyc.gov/html/hra/html/news/teen_pregnancy_prevention_ads.shtml  
 

75  See Wax, supra, in Handbook of the Economics of the Family, at 40. 
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sexual norms began to break along race and class lines.  Contrary to the notion that the rich take 

more liberties, the less affluent and educated showed more deviation from accepted patterns, with 

disparities continuing to widen over time.  One possible explanation, I have argued, is that moral 

deregulation has been more destabilizing for the less educated.76  The discrediting of shared rules 

forced people to regulate their own behavior in the sexual realm without clear social guidance.  

But self-regulation in this arena is a formidable challenge, requiring restraint in the face of strong 

short-term temptation, sustained interpersonal cooperation, sophisticated problem-solving, and the 

consideration of long-term consequences for oneself and others.  This is a tall order, and one that 

some people might struggle with.  It would not be surprising if, on average, less-educated people 

had more difficulty with these tasks.  In fact, it is possible to show that small differences in the 

propensity to value short term rewards over long term payoffs (as might be reflected in measures 

of executive function and personal discount rate) can generate a pronounced divergence in 

behavior over time.77   In the same vein, modest differences in the willingness to adhere to key 

social norms, and especially the norm of sexual monogamy, can result in dramatic disparities in the 

stability of relationships.  Although little systematic data on the race and class dimensions of 

these attitudes is available, some social science literature suggests that males from groups with low 

marriage rates are more likely to balk at sexual monogamy (despite women=s continuing 

expectations of exclusivity in romantic relationships).78  The fact that upper middle class white 

men are demographically more likely to achieve long-lasting marriages suggests, albeit only 

indirectly, that they may be more accepting of fidelity norms.  In short, disparities in family 

formation and permanence by race and class may well be traceable, at least in part, to differential 

adherence to conventions of behavior.  These “conformity gaps” might stem from a disparity in 

cultural attitudes, a relative lack of foresight, difficulties in controlling one=s behavior, or some 

mixture of these.  Although definitive proof is lacking, this explanation is no more or less 

                                                 
76   See Wax, Supra, in Handbook of the Economics of the Family. 

77  Ibid. 

78  See, e.g., Edin and Nelson, at 101-102; Edin and Kefalas, at B; Wax, Too Few Good 
Men, Policy Review. 
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plausible, given the current state of the evidence, than the position that class differences in family 

structure are the product of economic forces.  

Nonetheless, this approach is unlikely to hold much appeal. As already discussed, social 

scientists tend to discount autonomous culture trends in favor of economic explanations for 

observed patterns of marriage and reproductive behavior.  To the extent cultural change is 

assigned some role B as with the shift from a >cornerstone= to a >capstone= conception of matrimony 

B the transitions are thought to operate society-wide, despite differential effects by race and class.  

In any event, given the progressive and liberal commitments of most academics, it is not surprising 

that some explanations are viewed as more palatable as others.  There is little taste for the notion 

that, as New York Times columnist Ross Douthat has observed, Athe cultural transformation that 

[liberals have] long favored is coming at a cost.@  Yet it is hard to avoid the conclusion that Athe 

culture that social liberalism wants B less traditionally religious and more socially permissive, with 

fewer normative ideas about how sex and love and childbearing fit@ bears some responsibility for 

Amany of the negative consequences that social conservatives warned against in the first place.@79  

Unfortunately, to the extent cultural shifts have been detrimental, the harms have fallen most 

heavily on society=s vulnerable.   

D.  Possible Avenues for Future Research 

In sorting out the supply side from the demand side, identifying economic versus other 

causes of family decline, and deciding whether the problem lies in the culture, the labor market, or 

both, much work remains to be done.  There are many possible avenues for future research.  One 

tack is to conduct more sustained and intensive interviews with employers along the lines of a 

classic study of managerial attitudes towards black workers.80  The goal would be to investigate 

how employers view and reward their working-class and less-educated employees.  Ideally, these 

interviews would probe whether employers perceive changes in the values and habits of this 

                                                 
79  Ross Douthat, Marriage and Historical Inevitability, NYTimes April 5, 2013 

80  See Joleen Kirschenman and Kathryn M. Neckerman, AWe=d really love to hire them, 
but@ in Christopher Jencks and Paul E. Peterson, The Urban Underclass (1991). 
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category of workers over time, as well as in their value vis a vis the shifting demands of the 

workplace.  Second, even recognizing that the earnings and labor market position of working 

class men have declined somewhat, it is important to try to determine whether men with similar 

economic potential are now marrying less than in the past.   That is, holding constant economic 

prospects (including such parameters as real earnings or wages, weeks of employment and the 

like), are men without a college degree less likely to marry now than in earlier decades?  If the 

answer is yes, that suggests that factors other than men=s declining economic position are causing 

these men to avoid marriage.81 Unfortunately, this approach is methodologically tricky because 

the same traits that make for desirable husbands are also found in good workers, and behaviors that 

interfere with men=s ability to sustain relationships would also be expected to depress their 

earnings (and also their educational success).  Thus, if marriage rates were found to change little 

after controlling for relevant parameters, it would still be unclear how much of family decline 

could be traced to changes in the economy as opposed to deteriorating socialization and soft skills 

among working class men.  Finally, the type and amount of data available from past decades is 

probably insufficient to sort out these issues.  Indeed, the evidence in most studies bemoaning the 

worsening economic position of working class men dates back only to the 1970s.  This also 

happened to be a fortunate decade for less educated males.82  Looking at the relationship between 

earnings and marriage only after the1970s, when both were mostly declining, risks establishing a 

spurious connection between worsening job markets and family instability.  In contrast, if it could 

be shown that working class men in the first half of the 20th Century made less money, had 

relatively little job security, and yet married at higher rates than now (all of which are probably 

true), the connection between economic prospects and family stability would be demonstrably 

weaker.  Unfortunately, establishing these relationships will prove difficult. 

                                                 
81  For a limited study along these lines, see Madeline Zavodny, Do Men=s Characteristics 

Affect Whether a Non-Marital Pregnancy results in Marriage?@ 1999 J. Of Marriage and the 
Family. 

82  See, e.g., data reported in Levy and Richard Murnane, Earnings Levels and Earnings 
Inequality, A Review of Recent Trends and Proposed Explanations, 30 J. Of Econ. Lit. Sept. 1992 
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Conclusion 

Although Murray=s account of the fissures bedeviling white America is reasonably 

accurate and deeply discomfiting, many questions surround his portrait of Fishtown,  Belmont 

and the United States as a whole.  Murray admits that his semi-fictional towns represent relative 

extremes that omit a large chunk of people in the middle.  He acknowledges that Belmont and 

Fishtown citizens are not necessarily typical even of the demographic cohorts they purport to 

represent (p. 146-47).  Although Murray confines his Belmont analysis to actual residents who 

are college graduates, it=s still Belmont, a rich and exclusive suburb of Boston.  Belmonters are 

exceedingly well-behaved and much less troubled than most Americans, but are they truly 

representative of the full range white people with a bachelor’s degree, from graduates of the most 

elite colleges down to institutions that admit almost anyone who applies?   The same problems 

arise for Fishtown B is life there better or worse than for high school graduates overall?  In sum, 

although the Fishtown-Belmont exercise is useful in revealing the extent of our present dilemma, it 

cannot stand as a comprehensive portrait of our educational and class divisions.  One longs for a 

more statistically rigorous portrait of how we live now, including a sustained look at what must 

undeniably be a critical, anchoring Aelite@ of the working class B the 50% of women without a 

college degree who marry before having children and the less educated men who marry them.  

Finally, at the opposite end of the spectrum, the Superzips Murray identifies are highly rarefied, 

but his portrait of them is incomplete.  We are left with only a vague sense of the citizenry in these 

exalted precincts, including the less affluent occupants, and of what life for everyone within them 

is really like.    

Despite these unanswered questions, there can be no doubt that Murray has identified some 

disturbing developments and has presented them in a vivid and arresting fashion.  What is to be 

done?  In his final chapter, entitled AAlternative Futures,@ Murray mostly avoids discussing cures, 

at least of the Amore programs and services@ variety.  He appears skeptical of the power of the 

government to address the cultural decline he describes and deplores.  Like Oliver Goldsmith, in 

his famous imprecation, he sees government as mainly irrelevant to most of what plagues our 
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nation.83 According to Murray, we have lost our quintessential American values.  But that loss is 

highly decentralized and resides chiefly within our hearts, minds, and souls.  What ails us is to be 

found on the ground, in the small realities of everyday life.  The list of culprits is long and varied: 

the retreat from a common cultural consensus, a repudiation of simple verities, a disdain for 

Arespectable@ bourgeois expectations, a laxity towards dependency and idleness, a tolerance for 

dysfunctional families, a loosening of sexual mores, the fading of common civility, the 

proliferation of official handouts and centralized bureaucracies.  Like Julia, the heroine of the 

Obama political ads,84 we are well provided for from cradle to grave but are radically 

demoralized by a large and overweening welfare state.  Our government softens the hardness of 

life but robs us of purpose and zest, undermines our independence, and erodes our self-reliance. 

Above all, Murray=s summing up is hard on elites B the very people who best exemplify his 

core AAmerican virtues.@  He condemns the Superzip contingent for self-serving isolation, 

complacency, spinelessness, and an unwillingness to exert authority and uphold traditional 

standards.  He faults them for enjoying the benisons of customary restraints while abjuring 

Ajudgmentalism@ towards others.   The bottom line is that Murray wants the upper classes not 

only to walk the walk but also to talk the talk.  They should stop endorsing the 1960s while 

simultaneously living, and reaping the benefits of, the 1950s.  They need to speak openly and with 

one voice about the dysfunctions of the lower orders and publically to exhort the less advantaged 

to self-improvement. 

With all due respect, none of this is going to happen B and Murray knows it.  The Anew 

class@ ensconced in their Superzips may live the 50s but they love their 60s.   For them (or at least 

for the scribblers among them at Slate and The New York Times), no precept is more sacred than 

that the decade of legend was a wondrous boon and an unalloyed good.  To be sure, the 60s had its 

virtues.  The civil rights revolution unquestionably improved the life prospects for women, 

                                                 
83  AHow small of all that human hearts endure/That part which laws or kings can cause or 

cure!@  Oliver Goldsmith, AThe Traveler.@  See 
http://www.theotherpages.org/poems/golds02.html 
84   See, e.g., 
http://articles.washingtonpost.com/2012-05-11/opinions/35455415_1_single-women-unmarried-women-women-fav
or 
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minorities, disabled persons, and others previously disfavored by society.  But the legacy of the 

1960s sexual revolution is decidedly more mixed.  Upper class whites took selective advantage of 

its liberations, sowing their fair share of wild oats and delaying marriage in favor of prolonged 

adolescence and self-discovery.  But, in the end, they managed to mix freedom with restraint in 

effective combinations, with most eventually settling down, sticking by their mates and kids, and 

keeping things pretty well together.  Not so for those lower down on the totem pole.  As many 

have documented and Murray repeats, their families are truly Acoming apart.@  To make matters 

worse, most people at the top are only dimly aware of this reality because liberal journalists and the 

popular culture do a good job of sugar-coating the truth and misreporting or hiding the 

demographic facts.  But elites don=t spend too much time contemplating the puzzle of growing 

divisions because the status quo works for them.  To the extent that attention is paid, the accepted 

explanation is that the less privileged are victims of larger, Astructural@ forces.  The well-off thus 

position themselves to endorse Athe culture that social liberalism wants@85 without worrying 

about whether they are hurting the most vulnerable. 

                                                 
85   See Ross Douthat, Marriage and Historical Inevitability, NYTimes April 5, 2013, cited supra. 
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For this reason alone, Murray=s focus on the ASuperzips@ is important.  Geographic 

segregation fuels social separation.  And separation fosters cultural isolation which in turn 

facilitates denial.  By ensuring that opinion leaders live, go to school, and socialize mainly with 

one another and almost completely apart from the broad mass of people, the growing gaps of space 

and place facilitate class-based deception and keep the bleak picture out of view.  Elites can 

repeat convenient bromides or simply pretend that what=s happening isn=t.  The present ignorance 

extends to the most basic facts.  As noted,86 Murray tests his readers with a quiz, entitled AHow 

Thick is Your Bubble?@ designed to show their ignorance of life among the less-educated.  He 

leaves out some telling questions.   I ask my first year law students, who are mostly elite college 

graduates, to guess the percentage of all births to white women with a college degree in 2010 that 

were out of wedlock.  They invariably overestimate the correct number (which less than 5%) by a 

wide mark, and often by orders of magnitude.  They are similarly oblivious to the percentage of 

extra-marital children born to women with a high school degree or less that same year (almost 

50%).  Indeed, few are aware of the yawning disparities by class and race in all aspects of private 

life.  Finally, I ask them if they have a personal friend (and their friends are mostly white college 

graduates) who has fathered a child out of wedlock.  Almost without exception, they are 

hard-pressed to think of even one.  But they are more than willing to entertain the proposition that 

marriage is obsolete and may even be unnecessary.   

The ideology of family diversity is one that many well-heeled proponents preach but do not 

practice.  Murray is correct that, in endorsing traditional forms for themselves alone, elites have 

lost confidence in their right to tell others what to do.  The thorny realities of race further 

undermine their confidence.  Disparaging single-parenthood and Aalternative@ families is a 

parlous enterprise, because these forms dominate among blacks.   Likewise, the chance that 

opinion leaders will publically chide the working class about their lack of religiosity, work ethic, 

respect for law, industriousness, honesty, and personal responsibility is virtually nil.  Although 

these trends may sometimes be privately deplored, the standard liberal account prevails: it=s not 

                                                 
86  See page [2] supra. 
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their fault.  It=s the economy, stupid.   If Murray is right, this is a misguided and distorted picture 

at best, and a complete misdiagnosis at worst.  But, for better or worse, it=s what many influential 

people choose to believe, at least for now. 

Although Murray maintains an upbeat tone, this book is deeply pessimistic.  And rightly 

so.   It=s hard to avoid the conclusion that there is nothing the powerful are willing, or able, to do 

that will assuage the distress of the less fortunate or alleviate the growing disorder and 

disorientation of their lives.  If anything, influential people make matters worse by touting a litany 

of attitudes that are ultimately harmful to ordinary people: these include that a four year college 

degree as the only basis for a fulfilling life, that vocational schooling is a dumping ground for 

losers and an engine of social inequality, that most jobs available in our economy are Adead end,” 

and that old fashioned notions of self-reliance, especially as achieved through sustained devotion 

to humble and menial jobs, deserve to be mocked as ideologically driven and hopelessly 

unsophisticated.  Most well-educated whites have also embraced the marriage-as-capstone 

mentality, which frowns on early marriage in favor of financial independence before matrimony, 

and labels young adults failures if they live with their parents or cannot afford to establish 

independent households. As Eve Tushnet has argued in an insightful article, Athe belief that young 

adults must be able to live independently before they can marry is new, and it=s damaging.@87   

Historically, most young adults could not afford to live alone B they either married, or lived with 

their parents.  The obliviousness to this historical reality as expressed in the embrace of the 

>capstone= conception of marriage, with all its attendant expectations, is especially hard on people 

of limited means, who are probably better served by building economic security in concert with a 

devoted spouse.  On this score, journalist Megan McArdle=s anecdote about her grandparents= 

Depression-era marriage, as recounted by Tushnet, is revealing.  As McArdle tells it:  

AMy grandfather worked as a grocery boy until he was 26, in the depths of the Great 

Depression. For six years, he supported a wife on that salaryCand no, it=s not because You 

Used To Be Able To Support A Family On A Grocery Boy=s Wages Until These 

                                                 
87 Eve Tushnet, AYou Can Go Home Again,@ 18 Weekly Standard No. 48, Sept. 2, 2013.  
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Republicans Ruined Everything. He and my grandmother moved into a room in his 

parents= home, cut a hole through the wall for their stovepipe, and set up housekeeping. 

They got married on Thanksgiving, because that was the only day he could get off.@88 

Anecdotes like these come from a world we have lost.  Given how much has changed, it is 

doubtful that we could ever regain it or recapture its virtues, even if Murray=s call for moral 

Ajudgmentalism@ were heeded.  Family cohesion at the bottom of society is so pervasively 

distorted, the popular zeitgeist so colored by the pet notions of the well-heeled, and current 

attitudes across the spectrum so self-reinforcing, that the situation is probably largely beyond 

reprieve.   

In a recent essay in Foreign Affairs, Jerry Z. Muller implicitly acknowledges the current 

dilemma.89  He suggests that small government conservatives like Murray reconcile themselves 

to a far-reaching and expensive welfare state as the only feasible way to Ahelp diminish insecurity@ 

and Aalleviate the sting of failure in the marketplace.@  But he also advises the political left to 

Acome to grips with the fact that aggressive attempts to eliminate inequality may be both too 

expensive and futile.@  Why?  According to Muller, it comes down to the fact that Alarge discreet 

pools of untapped human potential are increasingly rare.@  At once euphemistic, abstract, and 

evasive, this observation is both depressingly true and overly simple.  The slough of despond that 

has mired the working class is not inevitable.  Unfortunately, no reversal can be engineered from 

the outside.  What is needed must come from within.  Under present conditions, it is not 

forthcoming any time soon. 

                                                 
88  As quoted in Eve Tushnet, AYou Can Go Home Again,@ 18 Weekly Standard No. 48, Sept. 2, 2013. 
 

89  See Capitalism and Inequality, 92 Foreign Affairs (March/April 2013). 
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