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For my brilliant and beautiful wife, Jennifer Lynn Eberhardt




Reexamine everything. Go back to where you started, or as far back as you can, examine all of it, travel your road again and tell the truth about it. Sing or shout or testify or keep it to yourself: but know whence you came.

—James Baldwin, The Price of the Ticket




INTRODUCTION

On a bitter cold day in January 2009, throngs formed on the National Mall in the predawn darkness, and as the skies lightened, the crowd swelled to a million strong. Children atop fathers’ shoulders; old ladies in wheelchairs thankful to have lived to see this day; college students barely old enough to vote; white-collar professionals with rooms at four-star hotels; and blue-collar workers who had journeyed three days by bus—they came from all parts of the nation and all walks of life to join in the making of history.

My family had made the journey as well. Like most people, we had never attended a presidential inauguration. And I was hesitant to go to this one—concerned about the cost, the crowds, our children missing school—but my wife, a woman who by her own admission never cared much for politics, insisted. So from California to D.C., with three young boys in tow, we went.

After the swearing in, we joined thousands of others lining the route for the inaugural parade. No sooner had the presidential limousine appeared, it seemed, than it stopped and its door opened. Into the frigid  air emerged our new president and first lady. They held hands and smiled as they walked, waving to the crowd, whispering into each other’s ears, sharing a laugh. They seemed to be having fun. Together.

For all the African Americans who have occupied the spotlight—from Oprah Winfrey to Bill Cosby, Michael Jordan to Tiger Woods, Condoleezza Rice to Colin Powell—virtually none have done so as a couple, much less been as prominent as the president and first lady. Their residency at 1600 Pennsylvania Avenue not only places them at the center of our political life, it embeds them in our cultural imagination. They’re the iconic family with whom we are all called to feel kinship: two accomplished parents, adorable children, a doting grandmother, and—since moving into the most fabled home in the land—a dog. They’re like the Huxtables—only real, and better.

 

 

But the captivating image of Barack and Michelle also accentuates a sobering reality. As African Americans, they are extraordinary in the most ordinary way: They are a married couple raising their children together.

Over the past half century, African Americans have become the most unmarried people in our nation. By far. We are the least likely to marry and the most likely to divorce; we maintain fewer committed and enduring relationships than any other group. Not since slavery have black men and women been as unpartnered as we are now.

Although the African American marriage decline is especially pronounced among the poor, it is apparent as well among the affluent: doctors, lawyers, corporate professionals. Black women of all socioeconomic classes remain single in part because the ranks of black men have been  decimated by incarceration, educational failure, and economic disadvantage. In recent years, two black women have graduated college for every one black man. Two to one. Every year. As a result, college-educated black women are more likely than college-educated women of other races to remain unmarried or to wed a less-educated man who earns less than they do. More than half of married black women who have graduated from college have a less-educated husband who did not. Yet despite the shortage of black male peers, black women do not marry men of other races. Black women marry across class lines, but not race lines. They marry down but not out. Thus, they lead the most racially segregated intimate lives of any Americans.

Why? Why are black women the least likely to marry out? What are the consequences of the unprecedented rates at which they marry down or remain unmarried? These are the questions at the heart of my inquiry. I find the answers in two very different types of evidence. For more than a year, I traveled the country interviewing scores of professional black women at length about their relationships with men. Their stories, told with courage and candor, are certain to resonate deeply with some readers and to surprise or even shock others. Before I conducted my first interview, I devoted several years to the study of the black marriage decline. I began, as law professors typically do, with judicial decisions and legislative enactments but soon found myself immersed in history, social science, and government data about the United States population.

Throughout this book I repeatedly invoke the idea of the relationship market. Although love cannot be bought or sold, the market metaphor highlights two developments that account for the marriage decline. One is that the rules of the market have changed, so that people marry for different reasons and with different expectations than in earlier eras. The  other development is equally unprecedented: that women have moved ahead economically and educationally as men have begun to fall behind.

Researching this book has been illuminating—indeed, liberating. But writing it has been a struggle. Although the intersection of race and family has been one of my intellectual preoccupations since my undergraduate days more than twenty years ago, and a professional focus since I joined the Stanford Law School faculty more than a decade ago, finding my voice in these pages has not been easy. This book confronts some uncomfortable truths about relationships between black men and women.

This book begins with African Americans, but it does not end with them. The story I tell of African Americans and marriage may seem exceptional—and in some ways it is—but it is also representative, distinct more in degree than in kind. Americans of all races are substantially less likely to be married now than their predecessors were a few generations ago. And throughout society, many men are struggling economically, victims of technological change and an increasingly global market for labor. As a majority of our nation’s college graduates, women are becoming better positioned than men to take advantage of the economic opportunities of the coming decades. And today’s high-achieving women are already more likely than ever to marry men who are either lower earning or less educated than they are.

As particular as the black experience may seem, it implicates readers of all races. The terrain of marriage and intimacy is shifting, for everyone, as never before. Black people are at the center of a social transformation whose reverberations encompass us all.




CHAPTER 1

The Marriage Decline

Audrey Jones is thirty-nine years old. A native of southeast Washington, D.C., she is the child of parents who have been married for nearly half a century. After graduating from high school, she attended Spelman College in Atlanta, then business school in New York. During her studies, she traveled the world and became multilingual. When she returned to D.C., she took a job with a multinational consulting company, where she found business solutions for one client after another. The company has rewarded her with increased responsibilities and compensation, and she now earns more than her father and mother ever did, combined. More important, though, she enjoys her work; it is challenging and fulfilling. She cherishes the life that she has made for herself:her family, her friends, her church community.

There is only one thing missing in this woman’s rich and full life. At its mention, Audrey’s voice softens, her eyes glance downward, and she takes a breath before explaining, “At this point in my life, I thought I’d be married with children.” Sitting across from her in a Dupont Circle restaurant, I can hardly believe she isn’t. This woman is the proverbial  “good catch”: smart, funny, well educated, attractive. She has a big job but not a big ego.

Audrey still hopes to marry. But as she stares at forty, she confronts a possibility that her younger self could not have imagined: “I’m trying to get to a point where I accept that marriage may never happen for me,” she says. “That may be my reality. This may not be the life that I had hoped for, but this is the life I have to live.”

As a black woman, Audrey Jones belongs to the most unmarried group of people in our nation.1 Nearly seven out of every ten black women are unmarried, and as many as three out of ten may never marry.2 For black women, being unmarried has become the new normal, single the new black.

It wasn’t always so. Through the middle of the twentieth century, approximately nine out of ten black women married. Now, black women are about half as likely to be married as their 1950s counterparts.3 Marriage has also declined among black men,4 fewer than half of whom are husbands.5

Children are the most impressionable witnesses to the fracturing of black intimacy. As a fifteen-year-old African American girl in Massachusetts explains, “I don’t know anyone who’s married, or anybody who [has] stayed married.”6 A poignant image of the African American marriage decline comes from a journalist’s account of her visit to a class of black sixth-grade students in Washington, D.C. When one of the boys says he wants to be a good father, she offers to invite some married couples to speak to the class about child rearing. The boy objects: “Oh, no. We’re not interested in the part about marriage. Only about how to be good fathers.” The author writes: “And that’s when the other boy chimed  in, speaking as if the words left a nasty taste in his mouth: ‘Marriage is for white people.’”

Or is it?

White adults, men and women alike, are more than twice as likely to be single now as in 1970.7 More American women in their early thirties are single today than ever in our nation’s history.

African Americans lead the marriage decline; other groups follow. White women are as unmarried now as black women were in the 1970s.8 And in 1965, when Daniel Patrick Moynihan famously declared single-parent African American families a “tangle of pathology,”9 slightly less than 25 percent of black children in the United States were born to unmarried parents.10 Now that figure substantially exceeds 25 percent—for white children. With respect to marriage and childbearing, white follows black, a pattern that exemplifies the universality of the African American family experience.

Still, marriage has diminished more among African Americans than among any other Americans, including whites, with whom I typically contrast African Americans for ease of exposition. Black women are only half as likely as white women to be married,11 and more than three times as likely as white women never to marry.12 As others marry, black women often remain alone.13 Marriage is not all that’s lacking in their lives. Black women are three times as likely as white women never even to live with an intimate partner. Some women find solace in humor, as in the case of one never-married fifty-something-year-old black woman from Los Angeles who reports that she and her friend refer to themselves as “virtual virgins.” These women are sexually experienced, but they have been without an intimate relationship for so long that they  feel as though they have forgotten what sex is like. Other black women can relate: Research by sociologist Averil Clarke suggests that college-educated black women are more likely than any other group of women in our nation to be celibate.

One might suppose that because African Americans marry less frequently and, on average, are older (and presumably more mature) when they do,14 black spouses might be particularly compatible, and thus more likely to stay together. Yet black spouses are, by some estimates, nearly twice as likely as their white counterparts to divorce.15 A November 2010 study by the Pew Research Center found that half of black couples divorce within the first ten years of marriage, while less than a third of white couples do so. Eventually, more than two out of every three black marriages will dissolve.

One might also expect marriage to be more stable and widespread among African Americans because they are highly religious.16 African Americans are more likely than other Americans to describe religion as

“very important” in their lives,17 and to pray daily and to attend church weekly,18 all characteristics that tend to bolster marriage. Yet the centrality of religion in the lives of African Americans seems not to have buffered the black marriage decline.




From the Poor to the Middle Class 

Discussions of the African American marriage decline often fixate on the black poor, the so-called underclass—those economically disadvantaged, uneducated residents of blighted urban areas. It is the near disappearance of marriage among that group that has attracted the  attention of scholars, who attempt to explain it, and of policymakers, who attempt to remedy it. Books have been written, conferences convened, legislators briefed, all in the hope of addressing the precipitous drop in marriage among the black poor. Scholarly examinations of the black middle class, in contrast, either devote scant attention to marriage or assume that successful African Americans are exempt from the influences that have decimated marriage among the poor. Some commentators have attributed the waning of marriage among the black poor to the loss of the middle-class role models as they left the inner city for the suburbs.

But, in fact, the African American marriage decline is not limited to the poor. It now encompasses the middle and upper-middle class, too, a grouping that I refer to simply, for the sake of convenience, as the middle class.19 Indeed, by some measures the racial gap in marriage is actually wider among the prosperous than among the impoverished. While college-educated black women are more likely to marry than poor black women, they are still substantially less likely to marry than their white counterparts. College-educated black women are twice as likely as their white counterparts to be unmarried. Although within each racial group marriage rates and marital stability have declined the most among poor people, college-educated black women are no more likely to marry, or stay married, than white women who have only completed high school.

The marriage gap is also apparent among middle-class black men. Among men, higher earnings are associated with a greater likelihood of marriage. Yet black men who are employed and economically stable are less likely to have ever married than white men with comparable  incomes. Moreover, the marriage gap between black men and white men actually widens at the top of the income distribution. For white men, as income increases so does the likelihood of marriage. But a black man who earns more than a hundred thousand dollars per year is less likely to have ever married than a black man who earns seventyfive thousand dollars per year. The highest-earning black men are more than twice as likely as their white counterparts never to have married.

The decline of marriage among the black middle class is important in part because the black middle class is large.20 Its fortunes figure prominently in the future of the race. Notwithstanding the persistence of stereotypes equating race and poverty, more African Americans are middle-class than poor.21 And despite the unprecedented number of black men who are incarcerated, there are still more African American men and women in their twenties and thirties who have been to college than to jail.22 In fact, African Americans in their late teens or early twenties are more than twice as likely to be in college as in jail.23

Although the black middle class is large, it is fragile. Middle-class black adults are more likely than their white counterparts to be among the first generation of their family to have graduated from college. Black middle-class families are, to put it simply, poorer than their white counterparts; they rarely benefit from the cushion of intergenerational wealth possessed by some white families.24 Having only come into affluence recently, even apparently well-off blacks are often only a few missed paychecks away from financial ruin.

The marriage decline restricts the growth and security of the black middle class. Consider, for example, that although college-educated  black women earn salaries comparable to college-educated white women,25 white women have much higher household incomes, in large part because they are more likely to be married.26 This is one significant way in which the marriage gap limits the growth of the black middle class.

The middle-class marriage decline undermines the next generation as well. Many professionally successful, college-educated black women remain childless because they don’t want to have a child without being married.27 Moreover, when middle-class African Americans do have children, they less successfully transmit their class status to those children. Research has shown that children from middle-class black families are more likely than their white counterparts to fare worse than their parents.28 One likely contributing factor is that these children more frequently lack the economic and parenting benefits of a functional two-parent household, and as a result are less equipped than other children to thrive as adults.




(Partial) Explanations 

The most common explanations for the racial gap in marriage are, at best, partial. One common intuition attributes the marriage gap to slavery. Harvard sociologist Orlando Patterson, for example, argues that slavery scarred African American gender relations in a way that has yet to be undone.29 Patterson is the latest in a long line of sociologists who have emphasized the destructive effect of slavery on African American families. More than a century ago, the pioneering scholar W. E. B. Du Bois wrote what slavery meant: “No legal marriage. No legal family. No legal control over children.”30 Du Bois concluded that “no amount of  kindliness in individual owners could save the system from its deadly work of disintegrating the ancient Negro home.”31

Another common explanation attributes the marriage gap to African culture. The idea here is that the African societies from which the slaves were taken featured extended family structures in which marriage was less pivotal. Children were reared not solely by a mother and father but by an extended web of relatives. The African culture explanation became popular during the 1970s in part in response to the negative connotations of the slavery account. Whereas the slavery explanation depicts contemporary black family patterns as an unhealed wound from a painful past, the African culture theory situates the black family as an expression of cultural diversity: different, but not deficient.

Neither slavery nor African culture fully explains the black marriage decline. Both founder on the issue of timing. However severe slavery’s effect on the black family,32 it is unlikely that slavery wholly accounts for a racial gap in marriage that developed a century after slavery’s abolition. So, too, is it fanciful to attribute that marriage decline to the African cultures from which African Americans’ ancestors were taken centuries earlier.

Other explanations identify influences contemporaneous with the decline itself. The dominant explanation is the so-called marriageable man theory developed by the sociologist William Julius Wilson three decades ago.33 Wilson asserts that deindustrialization undermined employment opportunities for less-educated men in urban areas, leaving many men unable to support a family and therefore less attractive as spouses.34

An alternative explanation attributes the marriage decline to  government welfare programs that lessen a woman’s incentive to marry, either by reducing benefits upon marriage or simply by making it economically possible for a woman to live without the financial support of a husband. Conservative commentator Charles Murray became the best-known proponent of this argument after the publication of his 1984 book Losing Ground: American Social Policy, 1950–1980. To the question “Does welfare undermine the family?” he replies, “It does, and the effect is large.”35 This view has been embraced more recently by a younger generation of conservative policy analysts.36

These explanations may help to explain the waning of marriage among the black poor, but not among African Americans who are college-educated and economically stable. It is the deterioration of marriage among this group that animates my inquiry: Why are middle-class black men and women so much less likely than other middle-class Americans to marry or stay married?




Living Free 

Some imagine that middle-class black women don’t marry simply because they don’t want to. And of course there are black women who are perfectly content to remain unmarried and childless. Tina Ingram is one of them. Her career has led her from a corporate law firm to politics, and finally to New York City, where she manages the legal and business affairs of a major music industry personality. Now in her forties, she earns enough to support a lifestyle she could only have dreamed of as the child of working-class parents. Her freedom to pursue personal interests and professional opportunities without needing anyone else’s approval or agreement makes her the envy of friends whose options  are—there’s no other way to put it—limited by their husbands and children. Tina is by no means a loner. She babysits her nieces and takes her mom to the doctor; she is there for her married mom friends, who often have less energy for her than she does for them. Her life in many ways is charmed. That it doesn’t include a husband or children matters little to her. She is not opposed to marriage, but she doesn’t feel compelled to wed either. “As a child,” she says, “I never really saw myself getting married. I’ve never had the vision of the marriage or the wedding or any of that stuff.” Nor has she felt any urge to have children. She enjoys children and takes her role as an aunt seriously, but birthday parties, holiday gatherings, and weekend trips to the zoo are more than enough to satisfy her need to nurture a young person.

Although she sometimes wonders whether when she’s old and gray she’ll regret not marrying, for now she sees little reason to do so. She loves her life as it is. She’d give up a lot if she married or had children—her freedom, her independence—and she’s not sure what she’d gain. “I don’t feel like I’m missing anything,” she explains. “I’m content. My life right now is so full that it’s hard to view the absence of a marriage as a bad thing. There’s no flaw in my life that I’m trying to fix; there’s no hole that I’m trying to fill.”




Unfulfilled Hopes 

But most unmarried black women are not like Tina. As the writer Debra Dickerson observes, black women may accept solitude, but most of them don’t choose it.37 Successful black women—like women of all races—may not want to marry young, and they certainly don’t want to settle for anyone. But most do want a husband and children. For these women, being  single is not a freedom they embrace so much as a condition they manage. Their unfulfilled dreams are yet another cost of the marriage decline.

Some of these women live with the creeping sense that they may never marry. Rachel Lewis, a beautiful, accomplished forty-three-year-old investment manager in Chicago, recalls collapsing into a heap of self-pity after chancing upon an old business school friend on the train one day. The friend was rushing to get home in time for a dinner party that she and her husband were hosting. As the friend talked of her husband and two sons—showing pictures on her cell phone that her children had taken of themselves—Rachel, usually a model of composure, felt her insides churning.

“It hit me,” she says. “I didn’t expect it to, but it did. Just seeing her on the train and hearing her talk about her husband and little boys . . .” Her voice trails off. “I just thought, ‘That’s the life I should have.’ How is it that she gets to go home to her husband and I come home alone, go to the gym, and make dinner for myself?

“It’s not like I’m saying, ‘Why don’t I have a Nobel Peace Prize?’” she pleads. “I’m just saying, ‘Why don’t I have that?’”

Why indeed? Many single black women, who have succeeded in every other aspect of life, grapple with this question. One middle-age, never-married black woman from Cleveland describes how she and her friends cope: “We focus on our careers, our friends, go back to school, whatever,” she says. “We fill our lives with other things.”

As I sat in that Dupont Circle restaurant that day talking with Audrey, the D.C. corporate professional, I could see that in many ways her life was blessed. Her relationship with her parents, her church family, her friends, her well-maintained home, and her career—these were all sources of meaning and fulfillment. Yet it still wasn’t quite enough.

As our time together neared its end, Audrey shared with me a story about a recent encounter with her neighbors, a gay couple living on the other side of her backyard fence. Hand-in-hand, with big smiles across their faces, they announced to Audrey, “We got married!” They were among the first same-sex couples in D.C. to do so. Audrey did her best to muster the smile that their news warranted. “Great!” she said. “Congratulations!” She tried to make her kind words sound heartfelt, not hollow.It wasn’t that she begrudged them their happiness. She wanted them to have the life they wanted. It’s just that it was the life she wanted too. And when the newlyweds left, she couldn’t help but say to herself, in a voice barely above a whisper: “Even they can get married.”

As I listen to Audrey recount this exchange, I wonder if she knows how sad she sounds, or just how long and deep the sigh accompanying her lament had been. “Even they can get married.” Her words echoed in my mind long after we left the restaurant.

We each sought an answer to the same question: Why hadn’t she?




CHAPTER 2

What Has Become of Marriage?

To understand why black women like Audrey are not married, we need to understand the changing status of marriage in the relationship market.38 During the past several decades, the restrictions governing marriage and other intimate relationships have been relaxed. Compared to earlier eras, it is easier to exit a marriage, and there is less incentive to enter one. People are freer than ever not to marry, yet they also expect more emotional compatibility and fulfillment when they do.




Divorce 

The changing rules of divorce exemplify the relaxation of restrictions that had long governed marriage. In 1956, a Pennsylvania court declared: “The fact that married people do not get along well together does not justify a divorce.” Mr. and Mrs. Rankin wanted to divorce and introduced evidence that Mr. Rankin had threatened his wife with a gun and that she had spit in his face, thrown hot water on him, and nearly slashed him with a butcher knife. Yet the court denied the petition for divorce,  reasoning that “Testimony which proves merely an unhappy union, the parties being high strung temperamentally and unsuited to each other and neither being wholly innocent of the causes which resulted in the failure of their marriage, is insufficient to sustain a decree [of divorce]. If both are equally at fault, neither can clearly be said to be the innocent and injured spouse, and the law will leave them where they put themselves.” 39 Which is to say, married.

In Pennsylvania, as throughout the nation, a spouse seeking a divorce had to show both that he or she was innocent of any wrongdoing and that the other spouse was at fault. If both spouses were at fault, as were the Rankins, then neither was entitled to a divorce. However effective such stringent rules were in actually keeping couples together, they vividly reflect the ethos of marriage that prevailed throughout much of American history.

It wasn’t until the 1970s that courts and legislatures began to allow couples to divorce without a showing of wrongdoing and blamelessness. Now, a court will grant a divorce even if only one of the spouses no longer wants to be married, and despite the fact that the other spouse may have done all he or she could to make the marriage work.




Sex and Children 

Just as changes in the law have made it easier to exit a marriage, legal changes have decreased the need to enter one. For most of American history, the law designated marriage as the sole legitimate setting for sexual relationships and for the rearing of children. Recent controversies about the legal regulation of sexual intimacy have focused on same-sex  relationships, but for most of American history, states were free to designate any sexual relationship between unmarried people as a crime. Put simply, nonmarital sex—even between two adults of the opposite sex who were not married to anyone else—could be a criminal offense. Unmarried couples with children endured the legal disabilities associated with “illegitimacy.” The children were often unable to inherit from their father, and the father was neither required to support his children nor accorded parental rights. These rules helped to channel people into marriage.

Since the 1970s, courts have relaxed these restrictions by vindicating individuals’ rights to structure their intimate lives as they choose. In most states, the rights and obligations of parenthood depend virtually not at all on whether the parents are married to each other. The Supreme Court has struck down most state laws that disadvantaged the children of unmarried parents or categorically denied parental rights to unwed fathers.40 A father is now obligated to support his child even if he never marries the child’s mother. Not only is sex between unmarried people no longer illegal, many states now accord unmarried couples who live together some of the same rights as married couples.41

The loosening of the legal link between sex and marriage was spurred by the availability of birth control and abortion. After the Pill was introduced in 1960 and the Supreme Court invalidated bans on the sale and use of contraceptives,42 more than half of all adult women began to use the oral contraceptive.43 In 1972, Roe v. Wade further expanded sexual freedom by according constitutional protection to abortion.44 As a result of these developments, pregnancy could be avoided or, when necessary, ended. The ability to reliably disconnect sex from procreation  undermined the case for limiting sex to marriage, either as a matter of personal decision or public policy. Marriage thus became untethered from one of the purposes that once defined it.




The Emancipation of Marriage 

For much of human history, people married for other reasons as well. Marriage was a means of organizing economic activity. During agrarian times, for example, men and women married in part to gain a business partner. Families expected their children’s marriages to serve the family’s needs; parents directed their children into marriages that would establish ties with other families, thus converting strangers into kin who could provide support in times of need. Over time, as societies changed, marriage, for the most part, shed these roles.

Through the mid-twentieth century in the United States, men married to gain a homemaker and women married to gain economic support. Spouses were bound together by the interdependence that resulted from their role specialization. Now, of course, fewer marriages conform to that model. With the entry of women into the workforce, both spouses typically work for pay, and the roles of husband and wife are less distinct than they once were.

The cumulative effect of all these changes is that it has become more possible to lead one’s life outside the bounds of marriage. Making a living, having sex, rearing children, setting up a household with a partner—none of these requires marriage. Although claims about the legal significance of marriage abound, the reality is that marriage entails fewer legal rights now than ever in American history. Some state and federal laws still turn on whether one is married,45 but much less so than  in the past. And in any event those laws often burden married couples more than benefit them.46

One might then wonder not why marriage has declined, but instead how it has survived. Why would anyone marry when, as a matter of law or economic necessity, there seems to be so little reason to do so?




The Persistence of the Ideal 

Marriage survives because its symbolic significance persists. Marriage confers a sort of social prestige, what the sociologist Andrew Cherlin describes as the “ultimate merit badge.” Marriage has become a marker of status and achievement.

The federal government has long accorded marriage great importance. In passing the Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act of 1996, Congress described marriage as “the foundation of a successful society.”47 The law aimed “to end dependence by promoting marriage” and to foster the “formation and maintenance of two-parent families.”48 President George W. Bush continued governmental endorsement of marriage when he promised in 2001 to “give unprecedented support to strengthening marriages”49 and then undertook a $1.5 billion “Healthy Marriage Initiative.”50 This initiative supported a wide array of programs, including communications skills workshops, websites, and public-service announcements such as “He may not always be charming, but he’ll always be your prince”; “The wedding is just the icing on the cake”; and “It’s the one family member you get to choose.”51

Some states began their own marriage promotion efforts—rallies led by “marriage ambassadors,” campaigns to convince churches to  require premarital counseling, studies publicizing the devastating economic effect of rising divorce rates. When I visited Georgia to learn about its marriage promotion efforts, I didn’t have to look far. Adjacent to my downtown Atlanta hotel stood a billboard featuring a sleeping newborn beside the words: “For Children’s Sake.” Below, in bold black letters—hardly subtle—the sign ordered: “Get Married, Stay Married.”52

Justifications for marriage promotion programs typically invoke social science rather than morality. Proponents often cite the economic benefits of marriage. The governor of Oklahoma, for example, has said that he became a proponent of marriage promotion after economists at the state’s university attributed the state’s lackluster economic performance to its high divorce rate. Marriage is also lauded in terms of its benefits for the couple’s children. One need not doubt the legitimacy of these benefits in order to suspect that many people continue to embrace marriage because they believe it is morally right, or even religiously mandated. Indeed, I suspect that the diminishing practical significance of marriage has accentuated its cultural cachet.

Although marriage is not as universal and as stable a social institution as in earlier eras, it remains, for many Americans at least, an aspiration. According to a recent assessment by Andrew Cherlin, annual surveys of high school seniors completed since the 1970s have consistently shown that four out of five young women, and seven out of ten young men, report that they expect to marry, and that “having a good marriage and family life” is extremely important.53 These numbers have not declined during the past few decades.

The cultural primacy of marriage is also reflected in the controversy about same-sex marriage. Both sides premise their arguments on the unrivaled importance of marriage.54 One side argues that the institution  is too meaningful to keep same-sex couples out, and the other that it is too sacred to allow them in. Although marriage has traditionally been defined by state law, the United States Congress entered the debate by passing the Defense of Marriage Act in 1996, which defines marriage, for purposes of all federal programs, as a relationship between a man and a woman. And, of course, the very fact that gay and lesbian activists so ardently pursue the right to marry suggests that marriage occupies a special place in the American cultural firmament. If one were only concerned about legal rights, then domestic partnership legislation—which is certainly more politically attainable than the right to marry—would be a sensible goal. Indeed, in my home state of California, the same-sex marriage debate has been especially fierce, even while state legislation provides for domestic partnerships that confer nearly identical legal rights as same-sex marriage under state law.




The European Contrast 

The cultural salience of marriage in the United States contrasts sharply with the situation in most European countries. In those European nations where marriage has declined the most as a social institution—that is, where marriage rates are lowest—it has faded as a cultural ideal as well. Consider Sweden, for example, where marriage rates have declined substantially during the past several decades. A majority of Swedish adults are unmarried,55 and as many as one out of three Swedish women will never marry, a rate comparable to that of African Americans in the United States. As many as 60 percent of Swedish children are born to unmarried parents. Although marriage rates in Sweden are lower than those in the United States, the Swedish government has  undertaken no efforts to promote marriage, and its decline is not perceived as a crisis.

The Swedes are untroubled by the marriage decline in part because, unlike in the United States, couples maintain long-term stable relationships without being married. In Sweden, cohabitation is becoming practically indistinguishable from marriage,56 so much so that nonmarital cohabitating relationships in Sweden may be more stable than marriages in the United States!57 Thus, a child born to unmarried Swedish parents who cohabit—as the overwhelming majority of unmarried parents in Sweden do58—may face less risk of family disruption than a child born to the average married couple here in the United States.59

The situation is similar in France, where many heterosexual couples do not marry even though they are in long-term and committed relationships. A French friend who lives in the United States reports: “My relatives in France don’t get married anymore.” In fact, he continues, “When I got married, they thought it was odd.” His family didn’t condemn his choice or oppose his marriage, but they were perplexed. “Why marry?” they wondered. Why embrace a legal institution to which people seem to feel less and less attraction? When civil unions became available in France, many heterosexual couples chose that option.60 The cultural divergence between the United States on one hand and countries like France and Sweden on the other is reflected in the results of a recent survey that asked people whether they agreed with the statement

“Marriage is an outdated institution.”61 Only 10 percent of Americans, but 20 percent of Swedes and 36 percent of French respondents, answered “yes.”

Although cohabitation rates are high in the United States, living together without being married is still regarded as different from being  married. In the United States marriage remains a way for couples to signal, to themselves and others, the seriousness of their relationship. Couples who live together without being married typically intend to do so temporarily, either as a matter of convenience or as a potential prelude to marriage. More than half of all couples who decide to marry will also decide to live together before saying “I do.”62 Most cohabiting couples in the United States either separate or marry within a few years.63 Couples who have lived together for a decade or more without marrying remain rare.




The New Meaning of Marriage 

The paradox of marriage in the United States, then, is that its cultural prominence persists even as it has shed many of the social functions that traditionally prompted people to marry. Marriage is more a relationship and less an institution these days. As the meaning of marriage has shifted, so, too, have people’s expectations of it. Perhaps more than ever, marriage is understood now as a means of personal fulfillment and individual growth. The primary purpose of marriage, in the view of most Americans, is the establishment of a mutually fulfilling relationship, one in which understanding and emotional intimacy prevail.64 Marriage now is less a means of building a life and more a means of enjoying one’s life. More finish line than starting gate, marriage often comes after other milestones of adulthood have been met: living together, buying a car and house, having children.65 People take pride in marriage as an achievement. To enjoy that achievement requires a certain degree of financial stability. According to one nationally representative study conducted in 2001, more than four out of five Americans  agreed that “it is extremely important to be economically set before you get married.”66

The new view of marriage is reflected in the findings of a 2007 survey by the Pew Research Center. Throughout history and across different societies children have been pivotal to the prevailing conception of marriage. Yet when respondents to the Pew survey were provided with a list of items and asked to identify which were “very important” to a successful marriage, they ranked children near the bottom of the list.67 Practically every other consideration—shared religious beliefs, shared interests, a happy sexual relationship—ranked as more important than children. The survey respondents were even more likely to judge “sharing household chores” as more important to a successful marriage than children. The Americans surveyed said by a margin of nearly three to one that “the main purpose of marriage is . . . the ‘mutual happiness and fulfillment’ ” of the couple, rather than the “‘bearing and raising of children.’”68

What better way to find happiness and fulfillment than by marrying one’s soul mate? In a national survey conducted in 2001, nearly nineteen out of twenty never-married adults agreed that “when you marry, you want your spouse to be your soul mate, first and foremost.”69 Fulfilling the roles long associated with marriage—reliable business partner, a responsible parent, a faithful sexual intimate—is no longer sufficient. People are expecting their spouses to meet ever more of their emotional needs.

These heightened expectations lead people to want to marry a peer. Contemporary marriages tend to be between socioeconomic equals, a development made possible by the advanced education of women and their increased entry into high-status professions. Doctors used to expect to marry nurses; now they look to marry other doctors.

Such marriages are probably happier and more emotionally satisfying than the marriages of earlier eras. Spouses are more emotionally compatible and more likely to enjoy each other’s company. Yet the expectations that many people bring to marriage are now so high that it is quite difficult to meet them. As historian Stephanie Coontz observes, marriages are more satisfying but also more fragile. Spouses are more attuned to each other, but they are also less tolerant of lagging attraction or diminished passion; they are more inclined to divorce for reasons that would have seemed petty or trivial a few generations ago.

High expectations have also contributed to a divergence in the marital experiences of the poor and the affluent.70 Affluent, well-educated people continue to marry, and their marriages are much more stable than media references to a 50 percent divorce rate suggest.71 Poor people, in contrast, are less likely to marry and less likely to stay married when they do. If marriage is less a necessity and more, as the sociologist Frank Furstenberg notes, a luxury, then it takes money. It is something that people do after they’ve established a measure of stability and reached other milestones. A job, a house, a car—these all typically come before marriage now. And if those goals are not accomplished, then often neither is marriage.

Middle-class black women don’t lack the resources to marry, and they don’t lack the desire to wed either. But they find it difficult to establish the intimate relationships that they want, the type of relationship that women of all races want. Monica Wilson, a church administrator from Washington, D.C., is forty-eight years old and has never been married. “I would like to be married,” she says. “But I don’t regret any of my decisions”—a reference to the men she might have married but didn’t. She wasn’t willing to settle for just anyone. Now, at her stage of life, she  wonders, “Maybe marriage is not meant for me. I know some older women who have never been married. I hope I’m not one of them, but maybe I am.”

Expectations of marriage have shifted throughout society in ways that make its promise more difficult to attain. But to understand why black women, even the most successful among them, remain unmarried, we need to consider the specific barriers they encounter in the relationship market.
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