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Reviewed by

Gordon E. Finley
In Between Two Worlds: The Inner Lives of Children of 

Divorce, Elizabeth Marquardt has made a seminal

contribution to the divorce literature. She has challenged

virtually everything that both lay and expert adult opinion

cherishes about divorce. She has driven a stake into the

heart of the ideological presumptions that have dominated

the divorce literature for the past four decades. Should

Marquardt's views prevail, we will see a paradigm shift in

our conceptualization of both the structure and the

outcomes of divorce, as well as in how much we value

divorce and the intact family.

Marquardt's methodology is retrospective. In both her

interviews and national survey, she asks young adults

from intact and divorced families to look back on their

lives when they were growing up. Although not cited,

there are at least three widely geographically spaced,

university-based, retrospective research programs, each

asking different questions, but all providing support for

many of her positions: Sanford Braver and William

Fabricius at Arizona State University, as summarized in

Fabricius (2003); Lisa Laumann-Billings and Robert Emery

(2000) at the University of Virginia; and my work with

Seth Schwartz at Florida International University (Finley &

Schwartz, 2006; Schwartz & Finley, 2005).

It is not possible to cover all of Marquardt's

multifaceted and multilayered thinking in one brief review,

so I focus on four major themes. I strongly recommend

reading her book to get the full effect.

First, Marquardt's uniquely outstanding contribution is

her new look at the inherent structure of the postdivorce

family—from the point of view of the child of divorce—

wherefrom she argues that it is structurally impossible to

have a “good” divorce. Central to her argument is the

thesis that although marriage structurally constitutes one

world and it is the parents' job to reconcile differences and

make one unified sense of their joint world, divorce

inherently creates two worlds and, most critically, makes it

the child's inherently impossible job to unify, reconcile,

and make sense of the increasingly divergent worlds of the

child's father and mother. To borrow the vocabulary of the

STEP Parent Training Program, in marriage, it is the

parents who “own” the problem of creating a unified

whole, whereas in divorce, it is the child who “owns” the

problem of reconciling the increasingly diverging worlds of

his or her mother and father. As Marquardt writes,

                         Our parents were related to one another not through a

                         structure that emphasized their unity—marriage—but

                         rather through one that emphasized their difference

                         and opposition: divorce. Unlike the banner of marriage

                         announcing their unity to the world, the banner of

                         divorce announced to everyone, including us, that the

                         differences between them were larger than anything

                         they might share in common. Even if they did not feel

                         starkly opposed to one another the structure of divorce

                         nevertheless made them seem that way to us. (pp.108-109)

Second, the obsession with parental “conflict” in the

divorce literature really is a red herring designed to deflect

attention from the true problems of divorce. In

Marquardt's view, divorce does little or nothing to dispel

conflict between parents (in fact, she argues that two

thirds of divorces come from low-conflict families), but

what divorce does for children is to create a very high

level of conflict within the child. Marquardt's insight can be

described as “conflict shifting.” In marriage, the conflict is

between parents. By contrast, in divorce the conflict is

shifted to within the child. The parents have relinquished

the job of reconciling their conflicting and increasingly

divergent worlds and foisted that job on their children.

Third, Marquardt says that if we truly wish to

understand the impact of divorce on children, we must

listen to the voices of the children of divorce and not to

the “expert” voices who tell us only what adults want to

hear—to enjoy a guilt-free divorce. Her wrath is directed
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both toward such experts and a “wrong headed society”

that tells children of divorce that everything is fine while in

their hearts they know that everything is not fine. In her

words, “But when divorce happy talk minimizes, distorts,

or ignores the pain felt by children of divorce, it crosses

over into the realm of harm” (p. 171). In the section titled

The Myth of the “Good Divorce” (from whence comes the

title of this review), Marquardt also writes, “The idea of

the'good divorce' bears little resemblance to children's

reality” (p. 171). Perhaps most critically,

The most serious problem with divorce happy talk is

 that it lies to children. Children of divorce typically

 experience painful losses, moral confusion, spiritual

 suffering, strained or broken relationships, and higher

 rates of all kinds of social problems. But divorce happy

 talk insists that children's experience is just the

 opposite. It declares that postdivorce family life is a fun

 challenge. (pp. 178-179)

Marquardt's politically incorrect mantra that a good

divorce is inherently impossible to attain would explain

why this book has received such a frosty reception from

these self-same experts. Marquardt's view is that the

experts are in denial regarding the inner suffering of

children of divorce. A few words and phrases from the

book may help to convey the flavor of this inner suffering:

loneliness; parental absence; support absence; repeated

couplings and uncouplings; mother's boyfriends,

stepfathers, and abuse; stuff; shadow home; moral

foragers; which parent do I believe; what is true; unknown

future; secrets; separate lives; spiritual journeys;

infidelity; abandonment; sacrifice; respect; honor thy

parent; exile; wholeness; denial; and, above all, which

parent do I choose?

Throughout her book, Marquardt touches on one issue

as a leitmotif that I believe warrants further inquiry. In the

eyes of parents, new sexual partners are likely a terrific

idea. However, it is an issue whose impact on children is

shuffled aside in the divorce literature. In Marquardt's

view, “Apparently the main idea is that the shock of

witnessing your mother or father enter a sexual

relationship with someone who is not your parent will be

eased by knowing that other kids go through this too” (p.

176). This quote represents her theme that the divorce

literature is written by and for the adults of divorce, not

for the children of divorce.

Fourth, she expresses her doubts about legislated equal

shared physical custody as a panacea. She does not

believe that postdivorce cookie-cutter formulas—such as

equal shared physical custody—can address the needs of

children. Her position here, however, is odd in that she

ignores the fact that a worse postdivorce cookie-cutter

formula already exists. This is where one parent, usually

PsycCRITIQUES - The Myth of the Good Divorce Page 3 of 5

http://psycinfo.apa.org/psyccritiques/display/?artid=2005258511 8/30/2006

the mother, is given almost all physical custody. Sole

mother physical custody has been documented to have

worse outcomes, in general, for children than shared

physical custody (Bauserman, 2002; Finley, 2006). She

also fails to recognize that shared physical custody is an

antidivorce tool and—above all—what of the children's

right not to be disenfranchised from either parent?

Finally, she appears to have overlooked one crucial

finding in her own national survey data. This was the

children's responses to two questions: “I often missed my

mother” (No. 48) and “I often missed my father” (No. 49;

pp. 209-210). For the “missed my mother” question, the

responses of children from intact and divorced families

were virtually identical across the strongly agree to

strongly disagree categories, and more than half of both

family forms disagreed. By contrast, for the “missed my

father” question, the results flip-flopped by family form.

More than 60 percent of children of divorce somewhat or

strongly agreed that they often missed their fathers,

whereas more than 60 percent of children of intact families

somewhat or strongly disagreed. For both children and

fathers, this is the story of divorce. If there is a public

policy change message in this book, this is it.

Politically, there is currently a growing social movement

initiated by divorced fathers but quickly expanding to

include noncustodial mothers, paternal grandparents,

second wives, and a host of extended family members and

friends. This movement is beginning to coalesce into a

political voting bloc. However, the 800-pound political

gorilla of this social movement remains the voting-age

children of divorce, whom Marquardt estimates to be 25

percent of the 18-35 age group. Marquardt's book was

written to reach this population. It may well serve to

precipitate “the personal is political” kind of awareness and

translate this newfound political awareness into voting

behavior such that children of divorce in the future may no

longer have to ask themselves, “Why did I have to grow

up missing my father?”

In fact, such an outcome has already begun to surface.

Iowa Governor Tom Vilsack, who pushed for and signed

equal shared parenting legislation in 2004, said that he did

so in large measure because of his own experience as a

child of divorce (Finley, 2002).
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