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Fathers face off against the marriage movement.
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IT is NOW a truth more or less universally
acknowledged that children are better off when
they have fathers and when their fathers are
actively involved in their lives. But where do we
go from there? Should the government be pro-
moting fatherhood, marriage, and two-parent
families ? Or should it simply get out of the way
and stop hindering fathers who want to do right
by their children? The debate has pitted fathers'
rights activists against advocates for marriage
and "responsible fatherhood."

The government's fatherhood programs, an
offspring of the Clinton era, are thriving under
Bush. One Bush-era innovation is marriage pro-
motion: The government has spent millions on
programs to encourage poor people on welfare
to get married and to help them develop better
"marriage skills," an effort that has drawn crit-
icism both from feminists who worry about
women being pressured to stay in abusive mar-
riages and from libertarians less than thrilled by
social engineering. More recently, some fathers'
rights activists have declared the administra-
tion's efforts part of an insidious machine that
undermines rather than bolsters family and
fatherhood.

The first salvo was fired by Stephen Baskerville,
a political science professor at Howard Uni-
versity, in a May column for National Review
Online that decried "government as family
therapy." The government, Baskerville wrote,
actively undermines marriage by allowing no-
fault divorce and pursuing "one of the most
dishonest and destructive policies ever foisted
on the public: child-support enforcement."

In his view, government programs aimed at
inculcating "life skills" and improving relation-
ships simply serve to bring even more of the
family under state control. "Here we see the

culmination of a government perpetual-growth
machine that has been building for decades:
Destroy the family through welfare and no-fault
divorce; then evict and criminalize the fathers;
then institutionalize the children as state wards
through various 'services' to relieve single moth-
ers."

published an acid response from Tom Sylvester,
a research associate with the Institute for Ameri-
can Values (co-founded by David Blankenhorn,
author of the much-discussed 1995 book Father-
less America). Sylvester depicted Baskerville as
an extremist spokesman for a "small but vocal
group" of disgruntled divorced fathers, and
went on to laud the Bush administration's pro-
marriage programs as a much-needed effort to
strengthen families and thus ultimately help the
cause of limited government. More recently, in
October, the MensNewsDaily site has featured a
roundtable discussion between marriage advo-
cates and fathers' rights activists, including
Baskerville and Sylvester.

The fathers' rights activists, so often dis-
missed as angry men, make some excellent
points—including some aspects of their critique
of the "marriage movement" and the "responsi-
ble fatherhood" advocates. Blankenhorn's writ-
ings, for instance, are based almost entirely on
the assumption that the primary cause of father-
lessness is men walking away from their wives
and children. He and other conservatives believe
that the answer to father absence is for men to
embrace their responsibilities and for society to
hold them responsible. In Blankenhorn's strik-
ing metaphor, "Men do not volunteer for father-
hood as much as they are conscripted into it by
the surrounding culture."

In fact, two-thirds of divorces are initiated

LICENSED TO UNZ.ORG
ELECTRONIC REPRODUCTION PROHIBITED



The American Gaming Association

congratulates Reason magazine

on its 35th anniversary and

salutes its longtime dedication to

individual rights and personal choice.

Frank J. Fahrenkopf, Jr., President and Chief Executive Officer

Explore the Relationship Between Commerce and Liberty

April 2003. 6 x!). 703 pages.
Foreword, editor's note, translator's note,

acknowledgments, glossary, index.
Hardcover. ISBN 0-86597-378-4. $25.00.
Paperback. ISBN 0-86597-379-2. $15.00.

Liberty Fund, Inc.
To place an order or request a catalog:
Liberty Fund, Inc.
Order Dept. ARL123
8335 Allison Pointe Trail, Suite 300
Indianapolis, IN 46250-1684

"Deftly compiled and edited for contemporary readers by Henry C. Clark, Commerce, Culture, and
Liberty: Readings on Capitalism Before Adam Smith is an amalgamation of significant writings
published before Adam Smith's Wealth of Nations (1776) impacted the world's perceptions on

— The Midwest Book Review, July 2003economics.

COMMERCE, CULTURE, AND LIBERTY
Readings on Capitalism Before Adam Smith

Edited by Henry C. Clark

C ommerce, Culture, and Liberty presents rich and provocative writings on the
relationship between commerce and luxury, virtue, nobility, agriculture, the
state, religion, civility, and liberty. This collection of thirty-seven readings (from

thirty-three writers) brings together some of the most significant pre-Adam Smith
writings on the political and cultural dimensions of capitalism.

To modern readers, these seventeenth- and eighteenth-century discussions of
commerce and economic life in general are surprising because they are so closely
integrated to moral and cultural issues. Though we may have forgotten how extensively
such issues were once discussed, it is uncanny what a contemporary ring many of
these issues have.

Henry C. Clark is Professor of History at Canisius College. He has written articles on
the French and Scottish Enlightenments and is the author of La Rochefoucauld and the
Language of Unmasking in Seventeen Ih-Centuiy France.

Tel:
Fax:

(800) 955-8335
(317) 579-6060 www.libertyfund.org

^ :•-.

LICENSED TO UNZ.ORG
ELECTRONIC REPRODUCTION PROHIBITED



by wives. This isn't just a matter of
who officially files for divorce: As
Arizona State University psychologist
Sanford Braver reports in his 1999
book Divorced Dads, about two-thirds
of the time it's the wife who wants out
of the marriage. In many cases, non-
custodial fathers find their relation-
ships with their children thwarted by
their ex-wives.

To some extent, government policies
contribute to the situation. Despite
nominally gender-neutral child cus-
tody laws, in practice fathers are still
at a disadvantage. What's more, the
courts and the government are far
more interested in enforcing child
support than in enforcing non-custo-
dial parents' access to the children.

Some thought-provoking studies,
particularly by University of Iowa law
professor Margaret Brinig, suggest
that women are more willing to end
their marriages because they know
they are likely to get sole custody of
their children. Brinig and other schol-
ars have also found that more fre-
quent joint custody awards correlate
with lower divorce rates.

Unfortunately, many fathers'
rights activists undermine their cause
by resorting to extreme rhetoric.
Baskerville, for instance, claims that
courts, lawyers, and bureaucrats have
a vested interest in promoting divorce
and "ripping away" fathers from their
children: As he put in on The O'Reilly
Factor in October 2000, "the more
children they take away from their
parents, the more business there is for
their courts and for those who are the
recipients of their patronage."

When Sylvester pointed out in the
MensNewsDaily roundtable that a
spouse, not the state, files for divorce,
Baskerville's retort was even more

extreme: "This is like saying the Ger-
man state was not involved in the
Holocaust because its victims were
often turned in by their neighbors."

Baskerville, whose diatribes
against the "divorce industry" have
appeared not only in conservative
publications but in libertarian ones
such as Liberty, makes a good case
that divorce increases government
control over families. Once a couple
has split up, the courts become
involved in decisions that were pre-
viously made between husband and
wife: whether to send the children
to a private school, what kind of reli-
gious training they should get, how
much money to spend on their cloth-
ing and other expenses—and, no less
important, how much time each par-
ent will spend with the children. But
is there anyway to avoid that?

Baskerwitle argues that the spouse
who elects to leave the marriage—
except on clear grounds of "fault,"
such as adultery, physical violence, or
substance abuse—should forfeit child
custody, possibly with little or no
access to the children. But not every
divorce without an officially recog-
nized "fault" is frivolous, as some
fathers' rights activists would suggest.

Baskerville's proposal would
force many people to choose between
losing their children and remaining
in an emotionally intolerable mar-
riage. And one can imagine a disaf-
fected spouse waging psychological
warfare to push the other to file for
divorce, or making false allegations of
physical abuse or other "faults."

Yet there is no getting around
the fact that the "marriage move-
ment" supports extensive entangle-
ment between state, therapy, and fam-
ily. Obviously, we're not talking about
shotgun marriages arranged by Big

Brother. But in a federally funded
pilot program in Oklahoma, cited as a
model by marriage promoters, work-
shops that teach communication, con-
flict resolution, and other marriage
skills are virtually mandatory for wel-
fare recipients.

Principles aside (such as the quaint
idea that the government shouldn't
be micro-engineering people's private
lives), it's hard to imagine that this
approach could be effective. Even vol-
untary, individualized marital coun-
seling is far from a surefire way to
keep a marriage together. A large
workshop that offers one-size-fits-all
solutions to people with distinct per-
sonalities and problems doesn't hold
out much promise.

Besides, low marriage rates and
high divorce rates in low-income
communities are related to plenty of
economic and social factors that have
nothing to do with poor communica-
tion. While the problem of fatherless-
ness is real, a federal initiative that
throws taxpayer money at untested
programs and turns Uncle Sam into a
marriage counselor is not a real solu-
tion.

In a culture that values personal
freedom, there is no real "solution" to
the problem of divorce. Yet there
are ways to minimize its negative
effects, such as creating policies that
ensure both parents have a mean-
ingful post-divorce role in the chil-
dren's lives. Joint custody, the alter-
native preferred by more moderate
fathers' rights advocates, may not be
a panacea, but for all its drawbacks, it
would accomplish that goal, i

Contributing Editor Cathy Young
(cathyyoung2@cs.com) is a columnist for The
Boston Globe and author of Ceasefire! Why
Women and Men Must Join Forces to Achieve
True Equality (Free Press).
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