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Preface: Devaluing Our Most Important Institution

The biggest voice in the online manosphere today—with more than twelve billion views on TikTok alone—is no fan of marriage. Andrew Tate, a former kickboxer who has been described as the “king of toxic masculinity,”1 has made it clear that he does not think much of our oldest social institution.

“The problem is, there is zero advantage to marriage in the Western world for a man,” said Tate. “There is zero statistical advantage. If you use your mind, if you use your head instead of your heart, and you look at the advantages to getting married, there are absolutely none.”

Tate is convinced that men should not invest in a marriage, financially or emotionally, because marital unions often end with “her leaving. And it’s very common that women leave, right?”2 To Tate, it seems, women are objects to be used for sexual gratification and status, not partners in life and love. They cannot be trusted, only controlled.

Consequently, any man in his right mind ought to stay single, make lots of money, play with his toys (Tate is partial to his Bugatti), and use—but not invest in—the opposite sex. Tate exemplifies the ways a growing minority of men on the far right view marriage: as a ball and chain, best avoided if you wish to maximize your money and pleasure, minimize constraints on your lifestyle, and keep your options open.

Andrew Tate’s message—marked by his cartoonish definition of masculinity and his dismissal of marriage—seems to be particularly appealing to young men and teenage boys today who are struggling in school, work, life, or love. These are the “West’s lost boys,” to borrow the evocative phrasing of the Brookings Institution’s Richard Reeves.3 (If you doubt that Tate’s message is resonating with a substantial minority of young men, ask a teenage boy in your circle about him.) In a world where so many boys and men are rudderless, devoid of meaning, purpose, and a place in the world, Tate seems to have answers to the questions they are asking about the path that a man should take in life.

Surprisingly, some aspects of Tate’s perspective on marriage are echoed from the opposite end of the political spectrum. Consider the following Bloomberg headline trending on Twitter one night as I was finishing this book: “Women Who Stay Single and Don’t Have Kids Are Getting Richer.”

Women “forgoing marriage and parenthood” are doing better financially than women who have embraced marriage and family life, journalist Molly Smith assures us, accumulating more assets than their peers who are married mothers. Leaning into a job for corporate America, rather than into family life, is the pathway to prosperity. Moreover, the women profiled in this story are not just making bank; they are all, to a woman, very happy with the life choices they have made.

“I love my life and feel very fulfilled,” says Ashley Marrero, a forty-three-year-old single, childless professional profiled in the article. Ashley is enjoying the “lifestyle and financial freedoms that come with being a single, child-free woman,” including splitting her time between high-end properties in New York City and the Jersey Shore and taking “frequent travel for pleasure as well as work.” The message the article conveys to women is clear and surprisingly congruent with Andrew Tate’s message to men (minus the misogyny): work, money, freedom, and the unencumbered life are the recipe for a meaningful and happy life.4

Smith joins a growing list of progressive journalists, professors, and other professionals celebrating singleness, childlessness, and divorce in the pages of other prominent publications, from the Atlantic (“The Case against Marriage”) to Time (“Having It All without Having Children”) to the New York Times (“Divorce Can Be an Act of Radical Self-Love”).5 Taken together, this elite messaging, largely from the left, leaves the distinct impression that the path to prosperity, a meaningful life, and happiness leads away from family formation and toward singledom, work, and travel. Work hard. Play hard. Stay single. Keep your options open. Above all, make your life about “self-love.”

This advice is seductive in our individualistic age, so long as you have never looked at the actual statistics. Let’s see what social science has to say about all this.

Let’s talk about money first. Guess which group of women is richer: childless singles or married mothers?

Actually, it’s married mothers. In 2020, married mothers ages eighteen to fifty-five had a median family income of $108,000, compared to $41,000 for childless single women of the same ages.6 That’s over twice as much for the married mothers—plenty more, even if it’s split with a spouse. And as these married mothers head into retirement in their fifties, they’ve accumulated $322,000 in median assets, compared to $100,000 for their single, childless peers.7 Contra Bloomberg, today’s married mothers are getting markedly “richer” than single women with no children.

Much the same story applies to men, as we will see in the pages ahead. Stably married men heading into retirement, for instance, have a staggering ten times more assets than their divorced or never-married male peers.8 The ostensibly rich Tate is completely nonrepresentative on this score.

But there are some things that money can’t buy, like a meaningful life. Guess which group of women reports greater success in this pursuit?

Married mothers. In 2021, 60 percent of married mothers ages eighteen to fifty-five reported that their lives were meaningful “most” or “all of the time.” Only 36 percent of single, childless women of the same ages said their lives were that meaningful.9

What about happiness? Guess which group of women is happier, the women with the greatest freedom or the women with the greatest family responsibilities?

Again, married mothers. Looking again at women eighteen to fifty-five, 75 percent of married mothers reported in 2022 that they were either “completely” or “somewhat” satisfied with their lives, compared to 54 percent of single, childless women.10

There is no question that married fathers also report the most meaning and greatest happiness in their lives, as we shall see in the pages ahead. So, if you are a man who wishes to be happy, you would be well advised to do the opposite of whatever Andrew Tate tells you to do when it comes to love. May I suggest the M-word?

YES, MANY KIDS ARE RESILIENT, BUT SOME ARE NOT

More importantly, how are kids faring in an America that values marriage much less than it used to? Is it really true, as University of San Francisco professor Lara Bazelon recently told us in the New York Times, that divorce is “liberating, pointing the way toward a different life that leaves everyone better off, including the children”?11

It turns out that children whose parents get divorced are heading “toward a different life”—but not in the direction Bazelon would like us to believe. They are almost twice as likely to be suspended or expelled from school,12 75 percent more likely to use drugs,13 and about half as likely to graduate from college.14 To be sure, many kids from divorced homes turn out just fine (and there are ways that divorcing parents can help mitigate the risks of these outcomes), but the data certainly don’t tell us that children are left “better off” by having their parents call it quits.

These are the kinds of conclusions that I’ve found in surveying the social science on marriage, family life, and child well-being as a professor of sociology and director of the National Marriage Project at the University of Virginia for the past fifteen years. In addition, I’ve analyzed data from seven nationally representative surveys in my research for this book.

For adults, the data tell us that living for ourselves or our jobs (our own happiness and success) is not very likely to bring us to a destination filled with meaning and happiness—whether we are men or women.

But giving ourselves to others—especially spouses and families—is the path most likely to lead to a meaningful and generally happy life for most of us. And because marriage allows couples to pool income and assets and enjoy economies of scale and avoid redundant expenses, it also leads to a heck of a lot more prosperity for the average Joe and Jane than staying single or ending your marriage.15

The data could not be clearer: women like Bloomberg’s Ashley and men like Andrew Tate are outliers.

Likewise, having the benefit of a family headed by stably married parents, where both parents are on hand to love you day in, day out, share life’s joys and frustrations, and devote their combined financial resources to your home, your extracurriculars, and your schooling ends up being the ultimate privilege for the millions of today’s boys and girls across America who are fortunate enough to grow up in an intact family. If Richard Reeves has found Wendy’s “Lost Boys,” then Professor Bazelon seems to have found Alice’s looking glass—and fallen through it to a place where small is big and down is up.

A DREAM SLIPPING AWAY

Outside of the gentrified urban neighborhoods and gilded suburbs where highly educated and well-heeled Americans make their homes today, we know that the American Dream is out of reach for untold millions. Too many communities in rural and urban America are riddled with violent crime, fentanyl, school failure, and idle men. Divorced and never-married working-class men and women are turning to drink, pills, or the barrel of a gun in record numbers, dying premature “deaths of despair” by the hundreds of thousands.16 Growing numbers of young men and women are anxious, lonely, and unmoored, devoid of meaning and purpose in their lives.17 Fertility is falling to unprecedented lows. Not surprisingly, in the recent words of one major media outlet, “American happiness hits record lows,” with working-class and poor Americans affected most by the dip in happiness.18

Why the downward spiral? From mainstream media outlets, on college campuses, in public schools, and on the floor of Congress, we hear that problems like these are about the economy, or failing schools, or inequality, or race, or inadequate public policies. All the while, the factor that often supersedes these other factors cannot be mentioned.19

I’m talking about that M-word again. Marriage. So many of the biggest problems across America are rooted in the collapse of marriage and family life in all too many communities and homes across the country. For all of the outcomes mentioned above—from our nation’s growing happiness divide to surging deaths of despair to the stagnant state of the American Dream—questions of marriage and family are often better predictors of outcomes for people than the topics that currently dominate our public conversation—like race, education, and government spending.20

When Harvard economist Raj Chetty and his colleagues looked at the factors driving economic mobility for poor children—i.e., their capacity to go from rags in childhood to riches in adulthood—they compared results from one local community to another, in locations across the United States. They found that “the strongest and most robust predictor [of children’s economic mobility] is the fraction of children [in the community] with single parents.”21 In other words, the best community predictor of poor children remaining stuck in poverty as adults was the share of kids in their communities living in a single-parent family. Not income inequality. Not race. Not school quality. Family structure was the biggest factor in predicting poor kids’ odds of realizing the American Dream in communities across the country.22

Or consider the growing happiness divide in American life. Educated and affluent Americans have seen their happiness levels dip a bit in recent years, but the “happiness of lower-SES people” has decreased dramatically, according to psychologist Jean Twenge. This means there’s a growing happiness gap between more privileged and less privileged Americans. Guess what is one of the biggest factors explaining our country’s class divide in happiness?

Marriage.

It turns out that the marriage rate is in free fall among our country’s poor and working class. This translates into “less happiness among those with lower SES,” Twenge observed. By contrast, marriage is in much better shape among affluent Americans. “Although marriage doesn’t account for the entire class gap, it does explain about half of it.”23

Research like this tells us that fixing what ails America starts with renewing marriage and family life, especially in poor and working-class communities where the fabric of family life is weakest. This insight, along with a desire to help ordinary men and women build meaningful and satisfying lives for themselves and their children, compelled me to write this book.




Introduction: Marriage since the “Me” Decade

I was born in 1970, the beginning of what came to be known as the “Me” Decade.1 My closest cultural connection as a kid to the spirit of the seventies—besides wearing bell-bottom jeans and a burnt-orange T-shirt and singing “Kumbaya” around summer campfires—came from listening to the vinyl record by Marlo Thomas, Free to Be . . . You and Me, on many a night before I fell asleep as a young boy. The album (and the TV show of the same name), released in 1972, almost perfectly expressed that seventies spirit.2 The album had many feminist-inspired songs, like “William Wants a Doll,” which attempted to instill in little boys new gender norms: “I’d give my bat and ball and glove to have a doll that I could love.” There were also plenty of songs celebrating me-ism—like “The Sun and the Moon,” with this takeaway: “I think I’d rather be the sun that shines so bold and bright, than be the moon that only glows with someone else’s light.”3

The promise held out in the 1970s was that casting aside the values and virtues of an older era and focusing on your own needs, your own desires, and your own projects would bring you happiness. This was a time when one institution after another was losing its moral standing or abandoning its own traditions, from the presidency (think Watergate) to the military (think Vietnam) to organized religion, as “Do unto others . . .” gave way to the new Golden Rule: “If it feels good, do it.” Men and women across the nation were abandoning their faith in these institutions to instead follow the “truth they found within.”

Amid the tectonic cultural quakes of this era, another institution was crumbling: marriage. Men and women were deciding in record numbers that it could be discarded if it failed to make them “fulfilled” or happy.

As a child, I had a front-row seat to the divorce revolution that upended so many marriages during this era. Two of my close friends—Marina and Toby—had parents who divorced before I met them. I didn’t think much of this at the time, in part because I was swimming in a sea of family diversity. My own mother was a single mom, I was surrounded by lots of different family types, and the shows I watched growing up, like The Brady Bunch, lent an aura of normalcy to divorce, remarriage, and single parenthood.

But truth be told, I was shocked and unmoored as I moved through adolescence and into young adulthood to learn that the parents of two other close friends from childhood—B.J. and Chris—had also called it quits. That’s partly because, as a boy growing up without a father, I gravitated to the fathers of my friends. I had enjoyed the pleasures of camping in the wilds of New England, hearing fascinating tales about running a small business, and discussing the news of the day with them. In their own ways, these men had helped to fill the hole in my soul left by my own absent father (my dad died when I was three).

But, influenced by the spirit of the “Me” Decade, the cultural currents of the Divorce Revolution, the wear and tear of married life, and doubtless other strains unknown to me, these marriages that I had so admired fell apart. Maybe one spouse had dived into a book like The Courage to Divorce, a best-selling divorce how-to guide published in 1975, which claimed that after “an initial period of confusion or depression,” divorced people would, almost without exception, “look and feel better than ever before. They act warmer, . . . tap sources of strength they never knew they had, enjoy their careers and their children more, and begin to explore new vocations and hobbies.”4 This kind of adult-centered prodivorce messaging that proliferated in the 1970s helps explain why, of the five close friends I had growing up, four ended up with parents who parted ways.

My experience is but one example of the turmoil and tumult that swept through countless Boomer marriages of this era, leaving an indelible mark on their lives—and the lives of their kids. This decade witnessed dramatic increases in divorce, childbearing outside of wedlock, and single parenthood. The marriage rate in America fell precipitously.

By the end of the “Me” Decade, in 1980, that famous statistic—“One in two marriages will end in divorce”—had come to accurately describe, perhaps for the first time ever, marriage in America. Family instability climbed to a record high; by the early twenty-first century, about one in two kids in America would spend at least some part of their childhood living apart from their own married parents.5 In the wake of the family revolution that began in the late 1960s and took off in the 1970s, marriage no longer seemed a safe harbor for American men, women, and children.

SABOTAGING OUR MOST IMPORTANT SOCIAL INSTITUTION

The Harvard anthropologist Joseph Henrich has observed that “marriage represents the keystone institution for most—though not all—societies and may be the most primeval of human institutions.”6 What he is getting at is that in most civilizations, the institution of marriage plays a central role in organizing family life, promoting human flourishing, and maintaining social order. Marriage binds men to the children they father. It stabilizes the romantic relationships of adults and the family lives of children. It bridges the gender divide between men and women; endows the lives of women and especially men with a deeper sense of meaning, direction, and solidarity; and, above all, provides the ideal context for the bearing and rearing of children.

In doing these things, the institution of marriage helps men settle down, work harder and smarter, and steer clear of trouble. It maximizes the prosperity and financial security of men, women, and children. It increases the likelihood that children are raised well, flourish in school, avoid incarceration, and become productive members of our society. It minimizes the odds that men and women are lonely and unsupported as they move through life. And, as Linda Waite and Maggie Gallagher have observed, marriage dramatically increases our chances of realizing our “longing to receive and to be the source of dependable love.”7

Marriage is certainly the “keystone institution” for our nation. At the civilizational level, this institution has, across the course of American history, promoted prosperity and reduced the risk of widespread poverty at both the state and national levels. It has reinforced the rule of law and minimized the risk of crime and mass disorder. It has boosted the physical health and emotional well-being of the general population. It has maximized the odds that children across the country are happy, healthy, and well prepared to take their place as virtuous citizens in our civilization.8 For all these reasons, married families maximize the odds that ordinary men, women, and children succeed at that quintessential American quest, “the pursuit of happiness.”

But over the last half-century, dominant elites have advanced ideas that devalue and demean marriage, cast aside the normative guardrails that forge strong families, passed laws that penalize marriage for the poor and working class, and superintended the rise of a new economy that benefits them but has put marriage and family life out of reach for millions of their fellow Americans. The irony, as we shall see, is that the very group—our ruling class—that has sabotaged our most fundamental social institution has figured out ways to protect their own families even as marriage flounders in the nation at large. So, strong and stable families remain the norm for the wealthy and well-educated—from McLean, Virginia, to the Upper East Side of Manhattan; from San Mateo, California, to Montgomery County in Maryland. Meanwhile, in all too many poor and working-class communities, marriage is disappearing—from Jackson County, Ohio, to the South Bronx; from Greene County in rural Virginia to downtown Memphis. This unequal retreat from marriage is part and parcel of why, for the first time in our nation’s history, less than half of American adults are married.9

FAMILY-FIRST MARRIAGES IN TODAY’S AMERICA

The marriage story told in this book is sobering, but not without signs of hope. Some groups of Americans have recovered from the tumult of the 1970s and now are forging strong and stable marriages. One group succeeding at marriage today is what I call the “Strivers,” those educated and affluent Americans from which our “ruling class” of elites is drawn. Although many Strivers experimented with the individualistic spirit of the seventies, and paid a familial price for doing so, in recent years they have largely course-corrected and taken a more marriage-minded path that has benefited them and their kids.

Consider a 2011 article from the New York Times spotlighting the marital experience of Gen Xers—those who grew up like me at the height of the divorce-as-chic moment. Many are now living in hotbeds of hipness such as Park Slope, Brooklyn, and Seattle. In “How Divorce Lost Its Groove,” journalist Pamela Paul chronicles how contemporary mothers in these communities are wrestling with marriage and divorce in ways that indicate many have abandoned the easy come, easy go marital ethic of so many of their parents.10

Seattle writer and mother Claire Dederer said of the 1970s family ethic that though “the feminists, the hippies, the protesters, the cultural elite all said, ‘It’s O.K. to drop out’” of marriage, she was determined to take a very different approach. “We made up our minds, my brother and I, and so many of the grown children of the runaway moms, that we would put our families first and ourselves second,” the left-leaning Dederer told Paul. “We would be good, all the time. We would stay married, no matter what, and drink organic milk.”

This turning away from the libertinism of their parents’ generation has become the norm for college-educated men and women who have married and had children since the 1970s. Marriages among these Strivers are stronger today. College-educated parents’ risk of divorce has fallen by about 25 percent since the 1970s, and almost 90 percent of their children are being raised in married, largely intact families today.11

Many of these parents are marrying and staying together because they have rediscovered a perennial truth, as Yale sociologist Nicholas Christakis has noted: deep and abiding pair bonds are an “optimal reproductive strategy” for men and women intent on maximizing the welfare of their offspring by also maximizing the “investment in children” of both parents.12 Richard Reeves from Brookings thinks Striver parents are succeeding because they are combining a child-centered approach to family life with a work-family strategy that is “egalitarian about gender roles.” In his view, strong and stable marriages are built around a joint commitment to “highly invested parenting” and social liberalism.13

But Reeves is only half right. While it is true that Strivers’ commitment to their kids helps explain their marital success, the fact that many of them lean left does not. The latter point has been visible to me in my own social circle, which leans right and is largely made up of churchgoing Catholics, like me, or faithful evangelical Protestants, Jews, and Latter-day Saints, along with a few secular conservatives. My circle of right-leaning friends is dominated by strong and stable marriages. Yes, two of my close friends are divorced, but they are the clear exception. My wife and I have been married for twenty-eight years. The vast majority of our millennial and Gen X friends—in their forties and fifties—are stably married. What’s especially striking is that many of my friends are themselves children of divorce. But they are determined to reject that dark road they were forced to walk as kids. And they are not socially liberal.

My experience parallels trends in the nation at large. The uptick in family stability has been especially pronounced among parents like my friends: conservative, college-educated fathers and mothers. Figure I.1 indicates that no group of parents is as likely to be in their first marriage as this group. More than 75 percent of self-described conservative mothers and fathers with a college degree are in their first marriage, compared to about 70 percent of moderate and liberal college-educated parents, and less than half of parents without a college degree.14 Right-leaning husbands and wives are also happier than their more left-leaning peers in their marriages, among both the more- and less-educated set, as we will see later.

FIGURE I.1: CONSERVATIVE, COLLEGE-EDUCATED PARENTS ESPECIALLY LIKELY TO BE IN FIRST MARRIAGE

Percent in first marriages, by ideology and education

[image: image]
Based on adults aged 18 to 55 with children. Source: General Social Survey, 2014–2018.



These patterns hint at an important truth about which groups of Americans are most likely to forge successful, family-first marriages. Who succeeds in marriage today is not only about class—about having money and the right degree on the wall. It’s also about culture—religion, ethnicity, and even ideology. We will learn about members of a group I call the Faithful: religious Americans like Joseph and Graciela Baker, a devout fortysomething couple forging a strong and largely traditional family life in the foothills of the Wasatch Mountains. We will learn about Asian Americans like Lisa Lee, a first-generation immigrant from Korea now living in Fairfax, Virginia. This successful professional’s rock-solid marriage is influenced by her traditional Confucian values and her desire to give her kids the kind of stable family that sets them up for achieving the American Dream. We will meet married Conservatives like Martin and Kimberly Jones, two thirtysomething African Americans living in the suburbs of Washington, DC, who are consciously rejecting the zeitgeist around them to forge an intentionally family-focused life with their three young children.

Get Married is partly the story of how these four groups—the Strivers, the Faithful, Asian Americans, and Conservatives—are building stable and largely satisfying marriages. We will learn how they forge family-first marriages by rejecting three myths that distort our thinking about love, marriage, and family life today: the flying solo myth, the family diversity myth, and the soulmate myth. All of these have gained considerable currency in our culture but are antithetical to good marriages. Then we turn to a set of constructive values and virtues, the five pillars of stable and happy unions in twenty-first-century America. Finally, I describe a public policy agenda that can help revive the fortunes of marriage and family life for all Americans in the years ahead.

In exploring the character and contours of American marriages and family life, I relied upon seven large surveys to paint an empirical portrait of what is happening in homes across the country: the Early Childhood Longitudinal Study; the Education Longitudinal Study of 2002; the National Longitudinal Survey of Youth, 1979 and 1997 cohorts (NLSY79 and NLSY97); the General Social Survey; the American Family Survey; and the State of Our Unions Survey of 2022. The figures in the book illustrate unadjusted, bivariate relationships between key independent and dependent variables of interest drawn from these datasets. Furthermore, the text often reports additional statistical analyses of these variables, net of controls for factors like race, education, and income that might confound the relationship between these independent and dependent variables. I conducted most of these analyses in collaboration with Dr. Wendy Wang, the director of research at the Institute for Family Studies.

My colleagues and I also spoke to more than forty men and women across the United States about their experience of love and marriage to gain additional insights into the state of our unions. Most of those respondents are given pseudonyms to protect their anonymity.15 Finally, because less than 1 percent of married families with children in America are headed by same-sex parents,16 which makes it difficult to conduct statistical analyses of such families, this book focuses on heterosexual married men and women ages eighteen to fifty-five, most of whom are married with children.

In writing Get Married, my aim is not to argue that everyone should put a ring on it. Not everyone can or should marry. Nor stay married. But for most of us, getting married and forging a strong family is the best way to build a prosperous, meaningful, and happy life—and a way that needs a lot more guidance and support from the culture and law than it is now garnering. Nothing less than the future of our civilization depends on more Americans succeeding in this most fundamental social institution. And in a world where trust is falling, loneliness is soaring, and economic inequality is endemic, nothing may matter more for your future and the sake of your children than forming, feeding, and enjoying your own family-first marriage.




Chapter 1

The Closing of the American Heart

The State of Our Unions

My students at the University of Virginia (UVA) inspire me every day—they’re curious, hardworking to a fault, and friendly, and many of them have big hearts for good causes here in Charlottesville, from tutoring poor children in city schools to visiting the elderly at local nursing homes. But they do suffer from one big blind spot. They are overwhelmingly preoccupied with their education and future careers, to the exclusion of love and marriage. “Résumé virtues” are much more salient to them than “eulogy virtues.”1 Talking and thinking about marriage—or even dating someone seriously—is a rarity among students at UVA.

“UVA students are definitely more focused on their education and getting their career started than getting into a serious relationship,” said Holly, a recent graduate. “If it happens, great, but the focus is definitely on building our own brands first. The thought process is, relationships and love are a risk, but you will always have your career and success to fall back on—at least while you are young.”

UVA students like Holly are not alone in focusing on education and work. This propensity to believe that education, work, and money matter more than marriage and family life is now common among young adults. One recent poll found that only 32 percent of young adults ages eighteen through forty think that marriage is essential to living a fulfilling life, compared to 64 percent who think education and 75 percent who think making a good living is crucial to fulfillment.2

It’s no accident that today’s young adults are leaning out from marriage. Parents, peers, and pop culture encourage them to put love and marriage on the back burner. In fact, a recent Pew poll found that 88 percent of parents believe that it is important for their kids to be financially independent, and the same share think it important that their kids have “careers they enjoy” when they are adults; only 21 percent said it is important their kids get married, and only 20 percent believed it to be important that their kids have children of their own.3 The legacy of the divorce revolution has also made plenty of young adults gun-shy about marriage, including young women like Holly, whose parents split up when she was young. And growing up in the wake of the economic turbulence associated with the Great Recession and COVID-19 has made countless young adults keen on nailing down a good job and a steady income before they even let their minds and hearts drift toward thoughts of love and marriage.

These young people, without knowing it, have soaked up a set of pervasive modern assumptions about the purpose of life. Many have bought into the belief that anything good about marriage comes with various unpleasant side effects: boredom, forgone job opportunities, the burdens of parenthood, oppressive gender roles, being tied down. Others are under the impression that the responsibilities of marriage and family life are best postponed to their thirties, when they have their career well in hand. By contrast, they imagine, steering clear of marriage maximizes your freedom, wealth, and fulfillment—especially when you are in your twenties.

But Taylor’s life experience suggests that it’s a big mistake to prioritize education, work, and money to the detriment of love and marriage as you move through young adulthood. Taylor, who at thirty-three is about ten years older than Holly, was told, “Oh, don’t get married too early, make sure you . . . finish college, don’t get married too young, go out and see the world and do all these other things, and don’t get too attached to anyone too quickly.” She took this advice seriously and focused on a career in digital marketing in her twenties rather than on dating with an eye to getting married in that decade.

Now, this single professional woman living in Denver is less confident about her prospects for starting a family. “I look back on that [advice] and I’m like, you know, if I could do it again . . . I would actually focus on finding a husband a little bit earlier,” she said. Her single state is especially hard for her because she feels like she “doesn’t have a ton of meaning” in her life right now. By contrast, the time she spends babysitting for her nieces and nephews—which she loves—has left her thinking that she would be more fulfilled if she were married with children.

The notion that life is all about work “bugs me the older I get, because I’m like, I spent so much time believing that and I’m like, you know, is there a chance that I could have a family of my own right now? You know, do fun things with them? Finger paint, whatever. I don’t know what kids do.”

Taylor is onto something. We are social animals, as Aristotle taught us. For most of us, the ties we forge with family and friends, including the opportunities we have to love and be loved, to care for and be cared for by others, end up being more important to us than the markers of achievement or status—or the ability to keep our options open—that our culture prioritizes today. The modern dream of success is measured merely in dollar signs and “free” time. It does nothing to measure things like meaning. Marriage and family life are often more important for our sense of meaning, direction, and happiness than the degree on our wall, the place we punch a clock, or our ability to maximize our autonomy.4

Social science tells us that your marital status—whether you are married or not—is a crucial predictor of a whole host of important economic, emotional, and health outcomes for men and women throughout their adult lives.5 In fact, as figure 1.1 shows, the odds that men and women are “very happy” with their lives are 151 percent higher for those who are married, compared to those who are unmarried, according to the General Social Survey. What’s more, being married is a better predictor of happiness than other factors that get more attention in today’s culture, like education, work, money, race, and gender. And marital quality is, far and away, the top predictor I have run across of life satisfaction in America. Specifically, the odds that men and women say they are “very happy” with their lives are a staggering 545 percent higher for those who are very happily married, compared to their peers who are not married or who are less than very happy in their marriages. When it comes to predicting overall happiness, a good marriage is far more important than how much education you get, how much money you make, how often you have sex, and, yes, even how satisfied you are with your work.6 Findings like these suggest that today’s young adults are mistaken to prioritize life goals related to work and money over marriage and family life.

FIGURE 1.1: MARRIAGE PREDICTS HAPPINESS BETTER THAN EDUCATION, WORK, AND MONEY

Odds of being “very happy” increase by . . .

[image: image]
Based on adults aged 18 to 55. Higher income refers to family income of equal to or more than $60,000 a year. Those in “very happy” marriages compared with those who are unmarried or in less than “very happy” marriages. Each model controls for race, gender, and age. Source: General Social Survey, 2014–2018.



One famous study, the Harvard Study of Adult Development, spotlighted in a new book, The Good Life: Lessons from the World’s Longest Scientific Study of Happiness,7 points us in a similar direction. It found that good relationships, including marriage, are especially important to us in the final chapters of our lives. In the study, older people who had good marriages back in their fifties also had the best physical and emotional outcomes in their seventies and eighties—being the most protected against problems like memory loss, chronic disease, and mental illness.8 “Just like the millennials in the recent survey, many of our men when they were starting out as young adults really believed that fame and wealth and high achievement were what they needed to go after to have a good life,” said Robert Waldinger, director of this Harvard study. “But over and over, our study has shown that the people who fared best were the people who leaned into relationships with family, with friends, with community.”9

Research like this suggests that we should pay more attention to the state of our unions.

THE GOOD NEWS: THE KIDS ARE . . . ALL RIGHT?

You could be forgiven for thinking—after the divorce revolution, and so much family turbulence over the last fifty years—that the state of marriage in America today is a disaster for kids.

You might come to this conclusion from consulting your own recent family history, or that of your childhood friends, as my own experience suggests.

You might come to this conclusion after scanning the covers of People, Us, and In Touch in the checkout line at your local grocery store. From chronicling the Kardashians’ latest family drama to spotlighting the aftermath of the Bezoses’ breakup to catching up on the latest episode of MTV’s Teen Mom, the cover stories on these magazines often paint a pretty bleak picture of the state of our unions in America.

You might come to this conclusion from taking in the latest movies and books, like the Oscar-winning Marriage Story, starring Adam Driver and Scarlett Johansson, or Taffy Brodesser-Akner’s critically acclaimed Fleishman Is in Trouble, which was turned into a hit series on Hulu. Both of these offerings serve up dispiriting depictions of twenty-first-century marriages spiraling downward to divorce over work-family conflicts, unmet emotional needs, and sundry disappointments with spousal failures.

Or you might come to this conclusion from reading an article in the Atlantic titled “How to Live in a World Where Marriage Is in Decline,” where sociologist Philip Cohen wrote that we just need to face “the reality that fewer and fewer children are being raised in homes with two married parents.”10 Meanwhile, in his 1994 book Why Marriages Succeed or Fail, psychologist John Gottman wrote, “There is no denying that this is a frightening time for American couples,” adding, “More than half of all first marriages end in divorce.”11

These offerings from pop culture, psychologists, and professors paint a dark picture of the state of our unions, one that suggests, among other things, that marriage is fast fading as the preferred venue for bearing and rearing children.

However, the divorce revolution seems to have done something no one expected. It spawned a counterrevolution. Many millennials and Gen Xers, as we saw in the introduction, are rejecting the divorce revolution of their parents. Steven Spielberg has spent his entire career working through the ramifications of his parents’ divorce, finally addressing the topic head-on in his 2022 The Fabelmans, in which his childhood devastation shines through strongly. This same type of regret has shaped the way that Gen X and millennial parents have approached marriage and family life—at least for those who got married before they had children. Many children of the divorce revolution seem to have decided they really don’t want to inflict this situation on kids of their own.

FIGURE 1.2: US DIVORCE RATE DOWN SINCE 1980

Number of newly divorced people per 1,000 married Americans

[image: image]
Source: Institute for Family Studies, “New Census Data: Key Takeaways on Divorce, Marriage, and Fertility in the U.S.,” September 22, 2022.



Perhaps that’s why there is some good news to report when it comes to the state of our unions, at least when it comes to our kids. Contra Cohen, the share of children being “raised in homes with two married parents” is not falling. In fact, what we are seeing is that the share of children being raised in an intact, married family has ticked up a bit in recent years.

This is largely because, surprisingly, the divorce rate has fallen since 1980. As figure 1.2 indicates, the divorce rate fell about 40 percent, from 22.6 divorces per one thousand married adults in 1980 to 13.6 divorces per one thousand married adults in 2021.12 This statistic is a bit more complicated than it appears—more on that later—but the most important thing that this means is that most children born to married parents will not see their parents get a divorce, at least during their childhood—unlike so many of the kids born in the 1970s. Marriage, then, is a safer harbor today for kids than it was in the 1970s.

Since the Great Recession, the share of babies born out of wedlock has also stabilized. This is also a surprise, because from 1960 to 2009, the nonmarital childbearing rate went up, and up, and up, from 5 percent in 1960 to 18 percent in 1980 to 41 percent in 2009. But since 2009, the rate has hovered just under 41 percent.13 This means that marriage precedes the baby carriage for about six in ten children today.

So, less divorce and no increase in children born outside of marriage equals . . . more stable, married families for our kids. In fact, figure 1.3 indicates that the share of children being raised by their own married biological parents has ticked up from 57.8 percent in 2012 to 58.9 percent in 2022. To be sure, the nation witnessed a dramatic decline in the share of children raised in an intact, married family across their entire childhood from about three-quarters in 1960 to about 51 percent today.14 Still, what we are now seeing is that a slim majority of children today are reaching adulthood in a home headed by their two married biological parents.15 This matters because those kids are much more likely to flourish than their peers raised outside of intact homes.

At least from the perspective of kids, marriage is more likely to ground and guide children’s lives today than it was a decade ago—in 2012. That’s the good news.

FIGURE 1.3: SHARE OF CHILDREN IN INTACT, MARRIED FAMILIES TICKING UP

Percent of children aged 0 to 17 living with married biological parents

[image: image]
Source: US Census Bureau, Current Population Surveys, ASEC, 2007, 2012, 2022 (IPUMS).



FIGURE 1.4: US MARRIAGE RATE CLOSE TO ALL-TIME LOW IN 2021

Number of newly married people per 1,000 unmarried Americans aged 15 and up

[image: image]
Source: Institute for Family Studies, “New Census Data: Key Takeaways on Divorce, Marriage, and Fertility in the U.S.,” September 22, 2022.



THE BAD NEWS

But when we turn our attention away from the kids, and toward the adults, the news is darker. The American heart is closing before our very eyes. Our civilization is in the midst of an epochal shift, a shift away from marriage and all the fruits that follow from this most fundamental social institution: children, kin, financial stability, and innumerable opportunities to love and be loved by another. Too many young men and women are closing their hearts to marriage and family life—or are unable to find a partner with whom to forge a family in the first place.

Let’s begin with marriage. The marriage rate has fallen about 65 percent in the last half century, from a recent peak of almost eighty-six marriages per one thousand unmarried people in 1970 to fewer than thirty-one marriages per one thousand unmarried people in 2021, close to its lowest level in our nation’s history (see figure 1.4). Declines in marriage and increases in divorce mean that slightly less than one in two adults are currently married, down from about 75 percent in 1960.16

Part of this decline can be attributed to men and women just marrying at older ages. Today, the median age at first marriage is close to thirty. But even when we look at those in midlife, the share of Americans who are currently married at ages thirty-five through fifty-five has fallen from 84 percent in 1960 to 62 percent in 2021.17 In place of marriage, many Americans are remaining single or simply living together without wedding rings. And to be clear, it’s more of the former than the latter.18 In recent years, as marriage has lost ground as the anchor of American adulthood, the share of Americans who are flying solo has risen swiftly. The share of “unpartnered” men and women ages twenty-five through fifty-four rose from 29 percent in 1990 to 38 percent in 2019, according to the Pew Research Center.19

Looking to the future, demographers predict that the share of Americans who marry by age forty will fall from more than 80 percent of Gen Xers to less than 70 percent of today’s young adults.20 This is important because few Americans marry for the first time after forty, which means that a large minority of contemporary young men and women, perhaps as many as one-third, will never marry. This is a bad omen for our civilization, because although not every person wants to or should get married, ordinary men and women are most likely to flourish when they are married, and most unmarried American men and women report that they would prefer to marry.21 This closing of the American heart is a problem, then; many never-married men and women will end up as unwilling bachelors and bachelorettes, confronting midlife and late life without the benefit of a partner to love and be loved by.

What about the quality and stability of marriages for those men and women who do manage to tie the knot nowadays? Here the news is better for the shrinking share of men and women who are married.

Marital happiness is high for a stable majority. While reports of marital happiness fell in the 1970s and early 1980s, they have stabilized since the mid-1980s. A majority of American husbands and wives ages eighteen through fifty-five, about 60 percent, report they are “very happy” in their marriages, according to the General Social Survey, one of the best barometers of Americans’ attitudes and experiences. Another 36 percent say they are “pretty happy” in their marriages, and 4 percent report that are “not too happy” in their marriages.22 Still, this also means that a large minority are not indicating that they are “very happy” in their marriages. This is important because it’s married men and women who are “very happy” in their unions who are also most likely to report they are happy with life in general.

When we turn toward the adult divorce story, the news is good but not great. John Gottman’s prediction that about “half of all first marriages end in divorce” now seems too pessimistic. Analyses of recent census data suggest that slightly more than 40 percent of first marriages will end in divorce.23 This means that less than half of today’s marriages are headed for a breakup, but still, a large minority of couples will see their marriages end. Given the toll that divorce takes on men, women, and the intergenerational family fabric, from holiday celebrations to weddings, from retirement savings to grandparents’ assistance with college tuition for grandchildren, this is still sobering news.

The other big story darkening the horizon of American family life is our falling fertility rate. The number of empty cradles across the land is growing. After a sharp decline in the 1970s, the total fertility rate hovered until 2009 around 2.1 children per woman—the replacement level needed to keep our population size relatively constant (without immigration). But since the Great Recession, the fertility rate has fallen well below this replacement level, and COVID has pushed it even lower. It fell from 2.1 babies per woman in 2007 to 1.6 in 2020, a record-setting low. About one-third of American women ages forty to forty-four have no children (17 percent) or just one child (18 percent). That’s up from just 20 percent in 1976, when 10 percent of women at this age had never given birth and 10 percent had one child.24 The birth rate has never been so low in America.

What this means, practically, is that our country has forgone more than seven million babies since the Great Recession. In other words, if the fertility rate had remained close to 2.1 children per woman since 2009, the country would have welcomed an extra seven million baby boys and girls. It also means that a rising share of American men and women will be childless—about 25 percent, according to demographer Lyman Stone.25

The problems with so many empty cradles are threefold. First, dramatic declines in fertility translate into declining dynamism for the United States economy in the coming years, as the number of workers making and buying things falls. Second, it means that millions of men and especially women will not have the kids they hoped to have—we’re already seeing many more middle-aged women report this.26 Finally, and most importantly, ours will be a nation populated by millions of men and women without any kin. This is the other profound way in which young people have closed their hearts to family life, either wittingly or unwittingly.

If you put these two trends together, less marriage and fewer babies, what you see is that a growing share of prime-aged adults (eighteen to fifty-five) do not have immediate kin—defined here as a spouse or children. In fact, as figure 1.5 indicates, starting in 2019, the share of prime-aged adults who do not have immediate kin exceeded the share of Americans who are married with children for the first time in our nation’s history.

This demographic shift also means family life is an increasingly selective phenomenon in America today. In other words, a smaller share of men and women will marry, just as a smaller share of men and women will end up having children. This also helps explain the good news for children noted above: because the kinds of people who are marrying and having families now are also the groups that tend to enjoy more family stability—relatively more educated and affluent, as well as more conservative and religious—US children are slightly more likely (than not) to be born and raised in stable homes.

FIGURE 1.5: SHARE MARRIED WITH CHILDREN VS. SINGLE, NO CHILDREN 1970–2022

Percent of adults aged 18 to 55

[image: image]
Source: Current Population Survey (IPUMS).



But as our elites downplay or denigrate the value of marriage and childbearing, our churchgoing has grown less common, our electronic opiates have become more enticing, our emotional and financial expectations for marriage have soared, our men have become less likely to hold down a full-time job, and our public policies continue to penalize working-class marriages, we are pairing off and welcoming new life into our homes less and less.

So, the bad news about family life in America is that a large and growing minority of men and women will not marry or have children, leaving them without any immediate kin as they head into midlife and later life. In China, there is a term for men without such kin: “bare branches.”27 In our country, in coming years there will be millions of men and women who could also be described as “bare branches” as they push past fifty. One portent of this coming reality can be seen in a recent survey, which found that the share of retiring adults with adult children within ten miles has fallen from 68 percent in 1994 to 51 percent in 2016—and this number is poised to head much lower.28

Another portent is that more and more older Americans are living without a spouse. Today, the share of Americans age sixty and older who are divorced or never married has more than doubled, up from 12 percent in 1970 to 25 percent in 2021, and this number will only climb in the coming years.29

This is sobering because so many of the growing number of family-less Americans will wish they could have married or had children, but failed to realize their dreams for a family while they were still possible. This is sobering because so many of these bare branches will sway to the siren songs of social media influencers, talking heads, and political demagogues now holding out the false promise of meaning and community to them. This is sobering because many of them will end up aging and dying essentially alone, largely unvisited and uncared for in their final years by anyone but a nursing-home attendant, home-health-care aide, or care robot.30

Looking across the Pacific, we can see what lies ahead for the United States if we do not succeed in reviving marriage and childbearing here at home. The “bare branches” phenomenon is already well underway in East Asian countries like Japan, South Korea, and Taiwan—all places where sex, marriage, and childbearing are in free fall. In Japan, for instance, fertility hit our current rate in 1988 before falling much lower—it now sits at 1.26 children per woman—and it’s not pretty.31 Lots of old people and comparatively few young people equal population decline (by about eight hundred thousand per year),32 economic stagnation, and the largest public debt of any nation in the world.33

Most importantly, the closing of the Japanese heart has meant that sex and marriage have plummeted even as loneliness has surged, among both the young and the old. The share of young men without full-time employment, called “freeters,” is rising in Japan. So is the amount of time and attention these men devote to Japan’s thriving virtual world, from anime to Line, the nation’s leading social network. Dating and having sex have dropped off their radar. Ano Matsui, a twenty-six-year-old man recently profiled on BBC, confessed, “I don’t have any self-confidence” about asking women out, adding he’s not alone on this score: “There are a lot of men like me who find women scary.” In fact, a staggering share—about one-quarter—of young Japanese adults ages eighteen to thirty-four report that they are virgins, more than 60 percent of unmarried young adults say they have no relationship with a member of the opposite sex, and the rates of the never-married young men and women in the island nation keep climbing.34

For older adults, Japanese family trends mean that millions of older people are experiencing unprecedented levels of loneliness.35 A harrowing New York Times story recently explained how the decline of Japanese families now means that a “generation of elderly Japanese is dying alone,” living in “extreme isolation,” often left to themselves for weeks on end, even in death. In fact, the “extreme isolation of elderly Japanese is so common that an entire industry has emerged around it, specializing in cleaning out apartments where decomposing remains are found.”36

The United States is not yet close to reaching the familial nadir unfolding in Japan, a nation that might be better described today as the land of the setting sun. But given that fertility is only holding steady among married couples in America, and marriage rates keep hitting historic lows, we are in danger of taking a similar path.37 So many of our broader unfolding crises can be seen in the context of this core social unraveling. Collapsing rates of marriage and parenthood drop as we see surges in antisocial political extremism, a loneliness crisis, addiction to technology, and economic inequality. Meanwhile, elites who have the money to insulate themselves from these crises continue to promote anti-nuptial and anti-natalist ideas that make them worse.

Our elites will push nearly any other solution besides marriage and family life. They’ll argue that we need to deepen our dedication to work, have the government fund childcare, spend more on education, expand access to contraception, or spend more on cash welfare programs, including a universal basic income. The default assumption underlying many of these proposals is that people are autonomous, isolated individuals. So, the state and the market should step in to reinforce our independence and reduce the value and power of family ties. In reality, however, the counterintuitive truth is that flourishing families—bound together by healthy, mutual dependencies—are essential for our civilization. Married people are happier and more prosperous than unmarried people. The responsibilities and commitments of marriage and family life provide meaning and direction for young men and women, along with comfort and security in later life.

For the sake of our civilization, and especially for the sake of the rising generation, the Hollys and Taylors of the world, we must find, spotlight, and explain who is succeeding at marriage in America today. Today’s young women and men need to know that there are still viable paths toward opening their hearts to a strong and stable marriage and family life in the twenty-first century, especially because so much of our elite culture is intent on sending them down pathways that lead ultimately to spending the last chapter of life as “bare branches,” lonely and devoid of a family of their own. We turn to this task in the next chapter.
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