Another reason there is so little debate is that the
rise of divorce was, in part, a response to a very real
problem. Before the 1960s, women had trouble es-
caping from constraining or abusive marriages.
Countless millions were subjected to lives of misery
because they couldn’t or wouldn’t get out of horrible
marriages. No one wants to go back to the old days,
and criticism of divorce should not be viewed as a
fundamental attack on feminism or women’s rights.
But feminists need to concede that the current situa-
tion is unacceptable, too.

Finally, this problem is ignored because the solu-
tions aren’t obvious. Galston proposes that we
should beef up child-support enforcement to at least
reduce the financial disruption. Some evidence sug-
gests that fathers forced into making financial con-
tributions tend to demand more of a relationship
with their children. Galston also argues that divorce
laws should err on the side of keeping minor chil-
dren in their pre-divorce residences and communi-
ties.

The key is to draw a much clearer distinction be-
tween divorces that involve kids and those that
don’t. In fact, divorce among childless adults should
be even easier, to reduce the odds of a baby being
born into a disintegrating family. But divorce among
couples with children should be harder. Too often,
parents fail to look beyond their selfish needs; they
should have to prove that separation is good not
only for the adults but for the kids. Perhaps waiting
periods or counseling requirements would mitigate
the damage to children.

Most importantly, society has to offer clearer
messages about what is shameful and what isn’t. Ca-
sual divorce should be disparaged as much as casual
sex. Pundits who reminisce about restoring the stig-
ma to out-of-wedlock births might remember that
divorce used to be considered dishonorable too. (In
a Newsweek piece on this subject, Bill Turque re-
calls the 1952 Look magazine article about Adlai
Stevenson: “Can a Divorced Man be Elected Presi-
dent?”) If Bill Clinton screwing around on his wife
was a legitimate character issue, then so too was
Reagan’s divorce from Jane Wyman after they’d had
children.

At the same time, we should heap praise on cou-
ples that split up without having kids; by going
through a small ordeal now, they’ve prevented a
much great future tragedy. Conversely, some parents
who stay together for the kids’ sake should be con-
sidered heroes. The message should be everywhere
—on TV shows, in the psychologist’s office, and at
the holiday dinner table—that while it often takes
“strength” to leave a bad marriage, it takes courage
and maturity to put the happiness of your children
before your own.

To be sure, there are some times when divorce re-
ally is best for the kids. And it’s very hard for any
individual, let alone a lawmaker, to make sweeping
conclusions about someone else’s marriage. But at
least a public debate about divorce might guilt trip
some parents into putting the needs of their kids
first.

Steven Waldman is a Monthly contributing editor.
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Open the Doors to College ¢, nicholus Lemann
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ty is higher education; generally speaking,

those who have it are doing well, and those

who don’t, aren’t. For 30-year-old men, the annual
earnings gap between college graduates and high
school graduates is more than $13,000—nearly triple
what it was 15 years ago. (Women with college de-
grees don’t have as good a deal as men and women
without college degrees have been less hurt by dein-
dustrialization, so the female earnings gap is much
smaller.) The dream of middling prosperity that ani-
mates American life has become substantially linked
to access to higher education—it equals opportunity.
Despite all the hype about how hard it is to get

Te bright line running through American soci-
e
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into college, most bachelor-degree granting institu-
tions are only minimally selective. The real filter be-
tween them and America’s 18-year-olds is not aca-
demic ability; it’s money. Anybody with well-off
parents can go to college. For people without well-
off parents, however, the shot at college is getting
noticeably longer.

Access to higher education expanded tremendous-
ly after 1945, to the point where, unlike any other
country in the world, we began to send most high
school graduates on to more school. Remember,
though, that the much-loved G.L. Bill was a package
of veterans’ benefits, not an educational-policy act.
It implanted in the public’s mind the idea that going



to college was almost a basic right of citi-
zenship. This was fine with the higher-edu-
cation interests, because it gave them a ra-
tionale for growth; and as the universities
began turning out exponentially more peo-
ple, businesses began using them as man-
agerial hiring halls, turning an undergradu-
ate degree into a credential for a
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white-collar job. But we never did decide

politically who was going to be given the
right to higher education. The result is that
widespread access is almost assumed—yet

" quite fragile.
Congress is preparing to cut back sub-
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stantially on direct federal tuition grants to
poor students, and also on funding for stu-
dent loans. The cost of loans will go up

when President Clinton's eliminate-the-
middleman direct processing is abolished and banks
get the job back. In private universities, “need-blind”
admissions, never very widespread, have been quiet-
ly dropped in most places. Only a handful of univer-
sities practice true need-blind admissions today.
Public university tuition is still much lower than pri-
vate, but it has been rising in recent years. In 1980,
tuition at all the best state universities was less than
$1,000, and in some cases (the University of Texas
at Austin, for example) it was less than $500. Today
state university tuitions are beginning to hit the
$3,000 mark; the University of Virginia costs more
than $3,500. This doesn't even count room and
board. The effect is to take public universities out of
the realm of being almost like public high schools,
part of the package government provides to all citi-
zens.

Clinton only occasionally touches on the un-de-
mocratization of access to college in his speeches.
The Republicans almost never mention it. What's
odd about this is that access to college is not an ab-

stract, faraway, dreamy issue for most Americans. It
is the crucial point around which they orient their
lives as they raise children. Opportunity in the nar-
row, self-interested sense as well as the larger social
sense is involved. Why don’t presidential candidates
realize this?

Let me make clear that I'm not calling on presi-
dential candidates to propose a scheme to expand
higher education to the point where there’s a space
for every single high school graduate. (What we
ought to be giving every single high school graduate
is a diploma that employers trust enough to use as a
hiring credential.) The issue isn’t universal higher
education, it’s universal access to higher education
for those with the demonstrated ability and drive to
get something out of it—but without parents who
have the money to pay for it. College is the main
way to get ahead in this country. It profoundly con-
travenes the American ideal to make it unavailable
to those who deserve it.

Nicholas Lemann is a national correspondent for
The Atlantic Monthly.
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More National Service, Not Less 2, scorz Shuger
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ca is overwhelmed by social troubles like

crime, race, drugs, AIDS, unemployment,
failing families, and failing schools. So it’s amazing
that as the campaign unfolds, the most promising
idea for tackling these troubles, domestic national
service, is getting virtually no attention.

No presidential candidate can deny that Ameri-

Contrary to the shallow stereotypes served up by
conservative critics, domestic national service
needn’t be glazed-eyed do-gooders sitting around a
campfire singing “Kumbaya.” It could be putting the
vast unused talents and energies of our citizens, espe-
cially those between age 15 and 30, to work system-
atically on our country’s most pressing social
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