Interview from The Online Newshour, Dec. 19,2000

ELIZABETH FARNSWORTH: One-quater of the adults in this county unde the age of 44 are children
of divorce. A new book,"The Unexpected Legacy of Divorce," by Judith Wallerstein, Julia L ouis, and
Sandra Blakedly, explores how divorce continues to shgpethelives of youngpeople, even after they reach
full adulthood Thebookbuldson therapist Judith Wallerstein's 30-year study of 131 children and
adolescents from 60 divorcing families in Marin County, jus North of San Frandsco. Wallerstein isthe
founde of the Judith Wallerstein Center for the Family in Trangtion.

Y ou'vebeen looking at these kids-- and now adults-- for 30 years. What'sthelegacy now that they're
adults of divorce?

JUDITH WALLERSTEIN: Thelegacy-- andit'savery surprising legacy to me, butl think it's onethat
hasreally hit achord throughoutthis county-- is tha the mgor impact of divorceis not, aswe thoudt, at
thetime of the breakup, althoughtha's very hard, but the major impact of divorce hgppenswhen they
enter youngadulthoodand they... when the man/woman situaion, man/woman relationship moves center
stage and tha's when the ghogs of the parent's divorce rise from the basement.

ELIZABETH FARNSWORTH: So youredly learned alot aboutnot only wha happensto them as adults,
butlooking back, you learned more even aboutwhat they had suffered as kidswhen youtalked to them
now, right?

JUDITH WALLERSTEIN: | learned alot. But| learned it in many ways. | knew them as children, so
when they described ther childhoodmemories, | could check with what | knew and remembered. And |
happened to remember everything they told me-- dthoughsometimes | can't remembe what | did
yesterday. But when they talked abouthaving children, they al... Many of them said, in a surprising
number, "I wouldn'twant any child of mineto have my childhood; which was oneof the mog telling
statements they made

ELIZABETH FARNSWORTH: Many of them felt they had no childhoodafter thedivorce, right?

JUDITH WALLERSTEIN: They redlly felt they had sacrificed ther playtime, ther childhoodfriendships
They had to spend alot of time going back and forth from mothe's hou to father's hous. They wanted
to see thar parents, butthey wanted to see thar friends and they wanted to participate in the activities of
the playground,and so on. Andthey did fedl that they sacrificed alot to therr parent's divorce.

ELIZABETH FARNSWORTH: Sowha isit tha you mog notice and know aboutthem as adults tha this
divorce led to?

JUDITH WALLERSTEIN: They have alot of trouble in bdieving tha they can love somebody,or that
somebodyis going to lovethem, and that it's going to be arelationship tha's going to last. Andthey're
very convinced tha they're goingto go down the same pah, and tha ther relationshipsare gaing to fail,
and they say so very openly. Oneyoungwoman says, "you can hopefor love butyou can't expect it."
Another: "Any relationship I'min, | know I'm going to jinx; any relationghip, any family | would bein
would beafailure.”

ELIZABETH FARNSWORTH: Andthistime, you had another groupyou looked at, people now adults
who had lived throughmaybe difficult times, butther families didn'tdivorce. What did you find?Wha
differences did you find?



JUDITH WALLERSTEIN: Oh, | foundstriking differencesthat | didn't expect: Tha these youngpeople,
many of whomlived across the street and were friendsof the people who participaed in the study, when
they reached adulthood,they had some templates, some internd images aboutwha marriage was about,
tha marriage hasitsupsand downs that it's a seriousbusness. And they said, you know, "my dad told
me anything tha's worth having is worth fighting for." Andthey knew how people related to each other.
Andwhen they went looking for patner's, they gotinto affairs, they gotinto all kindsof issues. | mean,
it'san anxioustime for everybodyin our sodety. But they had in their mindswha amarriageis about
and they didn't have the convictiontha -- thisis so tragic -- that ther relationshipswould fail.

ELIZABETH FARNSWORTH: Mm-hmm. Why did this surprise you?l would think it would befairly
obvious tha if your parents are divorced, you might expect tha youwould be.. have the same bad luck.

JUDITH WALLERSTEIN: Because what we all believe nowin America-- and all of our resources have
goneinto this-- tha it'sthe breakup tha matters. And we tell paents-- attorneystell them, mental health
people tell them-- tha if you can settle your problems between you with civility, if you can settle the
finandal affairs with some judice, andif thechild will continueto have contact with both parents, the
child ishome free. That's wha we say, and tha'swha we've been believing. And | have to corfess, I've
contributed to tha, because my work has shown that it is an upset for the children at thetime. But | didn't
expect tha thegreatest upst -- I'm talking now about divorce as a cumulative experience-- that the
greatest impact would bein thar 20sand in ther 30s tha's scary.

ELIZABETH FARNSWORTH: | foundthe booka devastating critiqueof divorce. Some people outthere
listening might bethinking, well, thisis so hard on people that are children of divorce, but | have to get a
divorce; there's something in my marriagethat makes it necessary. What do you say to those people?

JUDITH WALLERSTEIN: I'm nottaking a stand agang divorce. I'm saying nobodyfrom the outside can
quantify the suffering of any man or any woman. But | am saying, and | showin my book tha a number
of people who were disappointed in the marriage and disappointed in each other butfoundparenting
rewarding-- notthat they were martyrs, buttha the parenting was rewarding and were able to do it
togeher-- tha thar children felt protected and nurtured, and the children in thedivorced families felt
somehow exposed.

ELIZABETH FARNSWORTH: Isyour group.. Marin County is awealthy county, oneof thewealthiest
couniesin thecounty, andyour groupisal fromMarin County -- can youreally draw condusonstha
work for thewhole county based onyour sample?

JUDITH WALLERSTEIN: My grouprepresents divorce unde thebest circumstances. | chose youngsters
who were psychologically sturdy. They weren't in any trouble before the breakup. Thear parents are well-
educated, and they didn't..there was nobodyon welfare, there was nobodywho really suffered povety,
like many, many families do after the breakup. And so, | think | was able to see the psychological impact
with great clarity. Does this apply to all familiesin America? Nothing appliesto all familiesin America
But so far, every oneof my findingshas hdd up with large studies, and that's arecord of 30 years.

ELIZABETH FARNSWORTH: Wha doyou say to tha person outthere listening who does fedl it'smost
necessary to get adivorce? Wha doyou say tha might hdp limit these really negdive consquences?

JUDITH WALLERSTEIN: Well, there are alot of myths| think are unfortunae. Many parents are told
that if youre unhapy,thechildisunhgpy.A child isnotamirror of apaent. A child has a stance of his
own, and many children... mog children, when there's a divorce, are very surprised by the parents action.



So my first message is, don'tjump, stand still. Get whatever hdp you need. There are many situaions
where divorce is thebest choice, butthere are many more whereit isn't. Andit's hard for me to bdieve
tha 45% of marriages are so bad that they really need to divorce, and tha'swhat's happening in this
county.

ELIZABETH FARNSWORTH: Andthen what? If you do decideyou have to get one wha can make the
situdion better?

JUDITH WALLERSTEIN: | think parents have to realize they'rein it for thelonghaul; that ther children
are goingto need thar hdp in sepaating thar fates from thefates of thar parents; tha the parents need to
say, our marriageis notrepresentative. They can go out of their way perhgpsto enlist thehdp of
grandpaents or other members of thefamily or friendswho have goodmarriages, because these young
people grew up with the sense tha they had never seen a man or awoman onthe same beam, to use thar
languaye, and they didnt... weren't sure tha tha existed anywhere.

ELIZABETH FARNSWORTH: Wha's at stake here for the naion as awhole?

JUDITH WALLERSTEIN: | think the nature of our sodety, | think we are very fortunae tha thisis not a
very cynica group These are youngpeople who want love, they want marriage, they want lasting
relationships A lot of them are staying single. A hugenunber are staying single. These are naiond
statistics, and these are mine. Seconddivorces are highe than first divorces. And if we can come to some
congenaus that we need a protection to bring up children, then we have to in some way reverse direction.

ELIZABETH FARNSWORTH: Well, Judith Wallerstein, thanksfor beng with us

JUDITH WALLERSTEIN: Thank you.

From: hitp://www.nytimes.convbookgfirst/w/wallerstein-unexpected.html

The Unexpected Legacy of Divorce
A 25Year Landmerk Study

By JUDITH WALLERSTEIN, JULIA LEWIS, and SANDRA BLAKESLEE
Hyperion

When a Child Becomes the Caregiver

Karen Jamessvisit drove me to continueprobing thelongterm effects of divorce on children. The
minute sheleft, | went to my study and drew out her family'srecord to refresh my memory. | have
copiousfiles on each family member in our study,induding verbaim transcripts of past interviews,
letters from teachers, notes describing dollhouse play, children'sdrawings comments from parents about
thar own lives and their bdiefs aboutther children, comments from children showing an astonishing
difference in perceptions and my own margin notes aboutwhat each family represents. Thefirst item tha
caughtmy eye was a drawing Karen had donewhen we met. (Children'sdrawingsoften tell you what they
arefeeling andreveal far more than spoken words) Karen had depicted each member of her family in
meticulousdetailN her mother, father, eight-year-old brother Kevin, and six-year-old sister Sharon.
Dressed in bright colors, they were standing very close together, each smiling broadly. Even the cat was
smiling. "My Family" was printed across thetop in largeblock letters. | wasintrigued by Karen'scapecity



to maintain an image of serenity in her drawing because by now | was privy to the shrieking
disorganizationin her family life. Karen'swish for peace and family togeherness was poignantly clear.
As| wasto learn, thiswas the central desire of her life.

The James divorce totally bewildered the children. Thoughon arocky course for several years, the
marriage was fundioning (in the children'seyes) and family life seemed pre

Thereal storm began with the sudden traumatic death of Mrs. James's mother, whowaskilled in a
highway accident. Mrs. James collapsed with grief. Shehad depended on her mother for advice, affection,
and hdp in maintaining the sodal fasade of ahappy marriage Thedesth precipitated an agitated
depression in Mrs. James, who became increasingly angry at theworld and critical of everyonearourd her.
Sheturned to her husand for solace, love, compassion, and sexud intimacy. He became the chief target
of her rage because hedid not providethe hdp sheneeded. Quarels tha were pat of the marriage began
to magnify and cascade as theange took onalife of its own. Soonther life was nothing but a series of
arguments, each loude than the next. Dr. James was badly frightened by theintendty of hiswife's needs
and withdrew further. Reeling from both losses, she attacked him more and more wildly. Stungby her
loud accusationsof hisfailings he countered with accusationsof infiddity, long-standing frigidity, and
incompetent mothering. As best | could make out, thefind trigge was Dr. James's departure for atwo-
day dermatology convention. Consumed by her anger, sheimpulsively soughtlegd counsl andfiled for
divorce.

As| looked over therecord and searched my memory, | was surer than ever that theJamess quarels
had more passion than content. They were notfighting over infiddityN which was appaently old haN so
much as wanting to hurt each othe. Each heatedly denied the othe's accusations Y et, like so many
divorcing couples, they foughtsavagdy, as the children looked on hdplesdy or ran away and hid. As
hgppensin many families, there was no disagreement aroundchild cugody or visiting. Mrs. James would
have doneanything to irritate her husband, induding making him take thekidsN aslongas tha iswhat he
did notwant.

Ange Doesn't End with Divorce

Themarriage was dissolved amid rising chaoswithin thefamily. The parents fury at each other did
not subsdeove theyears tha followed, althoughit was never foughtoutin the courts. Thisisafamiliar
situation for those of uswhowork with divorcing couples. Contrary to what mog people think (induding
attorneys and judges), thevast mgority of divorcing parents do notdrag ther conflicts into the coutroom
The 10to 15 pecent of couples who dofightin court consume thelion'sshare of our attention butthey do
not represent thenorm. Mog parents negotiate a divorce settlement, decide on cugody arrangements, and
gother sepaate ways. Unfortunaely, many of than stay intensely angry with oneanother. In our study, a
third of the couples were fighting at the same high pitch ten years after their divorce was find. Ther
enduiing ange stemmed from continued feelingsof hurt and humiliation fuded by new complaints (child
suppot istoo burdensome or toolittle) and jealousy over new, often younge patners. Thenotionthat
divorce endstheintense lovehae relationdhip of the marriageis another myth of our times. Like many
divorced people, Karen'smothe frequently called her ex-hudand and gotinto shouing matches. Asa
result, the children were exposed to the hurt and anger that led to the breakup throughoutthar growing up
years. Millionsof children today experience the same unrelenting drama of longing and ange that refuses
to die.

Itis, of course, hard to know how often divorce is precipitated by factors outsidethe marriage: | have
seen agoodnumber of such ingances. Indeed, it is oneof the common causesN or more precisely, final
triggasN of divorce, yet few people seem to recognize its importance. Whenever people are shaken by a



seriouslossin their livesN beit thetermination of ajob, desth of aparent, seriousillnessin achild, or
any grievousevent tha can evoke powerful and primitive passiond\ the bereaved personwill turn to ther
spouse for comfort. If the partner respondswith understanding and tendeness, the marriage can be
forever enriched. But thetragedy can aso split people apart when thebereaved personis deeply
disappointed in the partne's response and feels regjected in his or her hou of greatest need. Grief turmnsto
rage as thetwo people end upirrationdly blaming the otherN onefor not having empathy, theother for
making insatiable demands Theinitial lossis sooncompoundel, ange and accusationstake over, and the
marriage cascades downward. Mrs. James followed this script to theletter.

It's especialy tragic when divorce occurs as the sequd to a seriouslife crisis. Thesuffering person
loses whatever suppot there was in themarriage and confronts thetrandtion from marriageto singlehood
in adepleted state. The children are badly frightened and apprehensve aboutwhat lies ahead. It'sasif the
entire family at its weakest pointis expected to ded with an earthquée and its aftershodks.

Wha happened to thisfamily isindructive. Many people, induding lawyers, judges, and mediators,
don'tundestand how often in divorce seemingly rationd complaints cloak powerful, irrationd feelings
Or they assume tha the complaints always reflect ange at the spous and not some other degp sadness.
However familiar Mrs. James's marital troubles soundel to her attorney, her ange did not arise fromthe
marriage pe se butfrom aseconday loss tha fuded her rage Idedlly, her grief over her mother's sudden
death and her inability to moum should have been addressed before she moved ahead to make thoughful
decisonsabouther divorce and he children.

Thisisthekind of ragetha can last for decades after divorce and it is thekind of ange tha leaves
lasting residueon a child'spersondity. As an adult, Karen isterrified of conflict because it's so dangeous
But we're getting ahead of our story.

Becomng a Caregiver Child

Six months after thedivorce, Dr. James married a much younge woman whomthe children liked
very much. Shewas lively, funny, and did nottry to intrudeinto ther lives as arule-making stepmother
butrather befriended them and treated them warmly. Unfortunaely, Dr. James carried some baggageinto
his second marriage and it, too, was stormy, featuring many unexplained weekend departures by the
secondwife. Three years later, shekissed the children goodbye and | eft to marry another man. "l wasa
basket case," Dr. James told me during oneof our follow-up interviews. The children were stunne, bereft
of explanaion for thesecondlossin ther family life.

Nor did Mrs. James find much happinessin theyears after her divorce. She had several love affairs
followed by asecondmarriage Thenew husand, who ran alandscape busness, could nottolerate the
children and soongrew bored with his pretty wife. The marriage lasted less than five years, throwingthe
mother into continued turmoil.

For Karen, thelegecy of divorce was tha she moved into therole of subditute parent for her yourger
siblingsand of confidante and adviser to her troubled mother and father. It was an entirely new role for
this child who, like many others before the divorce, had been leading afairly protected life. Yet Karen
undetook theclassic role of caregiver or "parentified” child with aplomb and grace. In fact, shewas a
modd parent. "My brother is scared of alot of things" sheonce warned me.

"What is he scared of 7"



"Of thedak. Of going updairs. Of beingalone | try to take care of him. | gointo hisroomevery night,
so hewon'tcry." Many younggirls voluntarily move to fill thevacuum created by parents who collapse
emotiondly, and sometimes physcally, after divorce. The caregiver child'sjob, as shed€finesit, isto
keep the parent going by acting in whatever capacity is neededN mentor, adviser, nurse, confidante. The
rangeis wide depending on the parent's need and the child's perception. Oneten-year-old in this group got
up regularly with her insomniac mother at midnight to watch television and drink beer. Shefrequently
stayed home from school to make sure tha her mother would not become depressed and suicidd or take
thecar outwhen shewas drinking. A father told me how his twelve-year-old daughter had packed his
clothing, hdped him to find an apartment, and arranged to do his shopping. Shecalled him nightly to
make sure that he had gotten home safely, and to beg him to stop smoking. Althoughmog caregivers are
girls, we've seen severa dramatic ingances of boys who undetook similar roles. Onefourteen-year-old
boy, whos mothe abandonel thefamily, stoppel going to school and undetook all of his mother's
respongbilities, induding shopping, cooking, cleaning, and caring for hisfather whowasin a state of
collapse. Such children soonsacrifice thar friends school activities, and, mos important, their sense of
beng childrenN childhooditself. In return, they gain a sense of prideand thefegling that they have saved
apaentslife. When there are siblingsat home, the caretaker child movesforthrightly into the paenta
role and takes charge of running the house, making dinne's, seeing tha homework isdone putinglittle
ones to bed, cleaning bathroons late at night Karen was well suited for this caretaking job and quickly
learned to keep her own feelingsunde tightcontrol. To her great credit, Karen had enormouscompassion
for both of her parents and was especially comforting to her mother, who in turn acknowedged how
much she dependal on her ten-year-old.

With no hint of embarrassment, Mrs. James told me, "Karen takes care of me. Sheundestandsme
withoutwords" Like mog parents who come to rely heavily onthar children, shehad little or no
awareness of the child'sheavy sacrifice of her own playtime and friendships Shewasn't aware of thefact
tha Karen was missing school and not paying attention to classroomwork. Ingead, she spokeas if Karen
were an adult or even amuch older person. "When she sees me sitting alonein theevening, sheknows
that | feel sad and she puts her arams aroundme. She is also very wise. Shetold meto get rid of my
boyfriend. "He will only hurt you, shesaid. I've learned to listen to her."

Andwho, | wondeed, does Karen turn to for soothing words? Who does she have to comfort her in the
years following divorce? Or does shegradudly learn to block her own feelingsand needs because they
are too panful?

Karen told me how sheliked to sit dlonein her grandnmother's garden where it was quiet and shefelt
safe. | regretted tha shedidn'thave many friendsbut was pleased to hear she had at least thisoneoasis. |
remember Karen years later telling me, "My grandnother saved my life.”

There'snoway for asengtive child to see he mother cry or her father fall into depression without
worrying tha shesthe cause of itN and so shetakes full responsbility for her mother'stears and father's
moods | watched Karen with afeeling of great hdplessness, realizing there was nothing | could doto
aleviate her pan or dake her thirst for protection. | remember once asking her, "What will you be when
you grow up, Karen?'

Sheblushed. "I want to work with children whoare blind or retarded or who can't spesk.” | thoughtof
Karen'smother who sat aloneand cried, of her brother who was afraid of thedark, of all the sorrowful
peoplein this family, induding herself, whomthis amazing child wanted to rescueand | amog cried.

When a child forfeits her childhoodand adolescence to take onresponsbilities for aparent, her
capecity to enjoy her life as ayoungperson, develop close friendships and cultivate shared interestsis



sacrificed. Beyondthis loss, thereis amajor psychologica hazard if the upsde-down dependence goes on
toolong. Thechild may become trapped into feeling tha she alonemus rescuethetroubled parent. When
sheattendsto her own needsand wishes, shefeels guilty and undeserving. This hgppensif theparent's
unhgpiness continues for years and the parent comes to rely onthe child for comfort or when thechild
herself assumestherole and won'tgiveit up. Whatever its origins thechild feels obliged to care for the
parent in whatever capacity is neededN as caregiver, companion, mentor, or the person who keeps
depression at bay. Karen said, "My mom has no ore. Only me."

As strangeas this sounds many of these youngsers bdieve tha it'sther duty to keep ther paent alive.
Withoutthem, the paent would die. Thisis an awesome responsbility, especially for a child whohasno
oneto confidein. It isfar beyondthekind of hdp adevoted child givesto a paentin atemporary crisis,
divorce or otherwise. It is an overburdening that serioudy inhibits the child'sfreedomto separate
nomally and to lead a healthy adolescence. Boundto thetroubled parent by unbreakable strandsof love,
compassion, guilt, and self-sacrifice, the child is not free to leave home emotiondly or to follow her heart
inloveor marriage In fact, the parents and siblings may notfeel able to fundion withouther. They may
clingto her and block her exit. As| wasto learn later, many of these child caregiversreindalled the
rescuerelationdhip tha they had with thar parentsinto ther adult relationsipswith the opposte sex.
Thisis aseriouslongterm consequence of divorce for those who become caughtupin the caregiver role.

The Diminished Parent

By thetime Karen was fifteen, he home situaion had changed very little. Shemadeno wavesin high
school and got jus passing grades. Her teachers described her as beng quiet, reserved, and ladylike. They
made no inquiries abouther frequent absences, perhgpsassuming too easily that someoneat home wasill
and shewas needed. Clearly shewas notworking to her potential. How could she?

Agan | asked Karen abouther plansfor thefuture and shereplied in wha had become her cusomary
grave, thoughtul manna. "I'd like to get married and maybe have kids But you never know, you might
get adivorce. | don'tever want tha."

To undestand how divorce affects children over thelonghaul, we need to explore thefact that the
divorced family is notjud a cut-off version of thetwo-parent family. The poddivorce family isanew
family form tha makes very different demandson each parent, each child, and each of the many new
adults who enter thefamily orbit. For millionsof American children the experience of growing upN of
simply being a childN has changed. For millionsof adults, the experience of being a parent has been
radically trandormed.

Thefirst thing we need to acknowledgeis theclose link between the marital bondand the parent-child
relationship. Every parent and child knows thisis true When themarriageis working and the coupleis
content, the parent-child relationship is nourished and rewarded by the paents love and appreciation for
each other and suppoted by their coopeation. But when thetieis severed, the break sendsmessages
throughoutthe system that quickly reach the children. Thefirst messageisthat parentingis diminished.
Theadults are now each on their own and occupied with building separate lives. How will | manageand
where am | going and how can | putmy life together?

How does this diminished parenting show up?Ask any child of divorce. In every domain of the child's
life, parents are less available and less organized, provide fewer dinnastogeher or even clean clothing,
and do not always carry outregular houshold routnes or hdp with homework or offer soothing bedtime
rituds. But thebig picture is more troudesome than the details. When the marriage breaks, children take



onanew meaning for their paents. They may become a much heavier burden. Or they are an unfortunae
resduefrom adream that failed. Or they may give hopeand meaningto a parent'slife.

After divorce a surprising number of otherwise well-fundioning adults reach outto children for hdp
with ther grown-up problems. In Karen'scasg, this kind of behavior became thenorm, leading her into
therole of caretaker child. But in many families, the reversal of parent and child rolesis more or less
temporary, abet shodking. Onefather told me tha herevealed al his busness and persond plansin
Cadtro-like lectures to his seven-year-old son who "undestandseverything." In our playroom, this child's
play conssted of runninga Mack truck over alittle car. Parents who are otherwise mature and resporsible
in thar soda and professond commitments will choos to bevulnerable in front of thar children.
Suddenly they place tremendousstock in the child's opinionN even when the child knows absolutely
nothing abouttheissueat hand. Thusthe adult will ask for advice aboutalover, how and whereto live,
whether or notto remarry, and whomto choo®. Others share their disappointments in lovewith very
youngchildren. | was startled when Sammy, whowas four, comforted his grieving mother whose lover
had jud left by saying, "He shouldn'tguit in themiddle. Tha'snotright."

The parents motives are not hard to undestand. Even women who choo to leave thar marriages and
have successful careers will feel aloneand bdeaguered as they face new responsbilities and have to make
decisonsaone withoutadvice from a partner. Men are also depressed and londy at thistime. They need
hdp setting up a home for themselves and to bereassured tha their children want to see them. Men and
women alike feel isolated and alienated from former friendswho may bereluctant to take sidesN and thus
stay away from both. Other friendsare concerned aboutthe cracksin their own marriages and will keep a
safe distance. Family members often disapprove of the divorce and do not hesitate to say so. Feeling hurt
and defeated, each parent naurally turnsto the children as thar mog loyd confidants. Both rely heavily
onther offspring for sympahy and companiondhip. These youngsers literaly hdp keep the paents
going. They are remarkably intuitive aboutadult depression and protect therr parents from pressures
outsde and inddethe home. Twenty-five years after divorce, many men and women still say to me, "
would not have madeit except for this child."

Given howemotiondly dependent on ther children many parents become, it's not surprising to see
bitter cusody or visitation fights over who has priority in the child'slife. Many parents come to bdieve
tha withouttha child, they have noone Ther only remaining important life relationship and loyd
suppot lieswith that child. Thusthelegd battle often hasits roots in adult despar and not, as many
people think, in the parents simple desire to spend more time with the child. Men and women tell me tha
when the child iswith the other parent they become serioudy depressed and wande restlessly from room
to roomunable to bear thar londiness. Sometimes this behavior occurs only during themonthsfollowing
thebreakup. But it can also endure, providing thebasis for endless litigation over cugody and visiting.
Such battles may distract parentsfromther persond misery but they hardly resolveit.

Asthese relationdhipsdevel op, parents and children often become more like peers than separate
generations which in turn can make the children more indgopendent and respongble. They are judifiably
proud of their achievement. Many of our efforts to undestand theimpact of divorce on children have
assumed incorrectly tha the child is a passive vessel who is shgped by thechanges ushered in by a
divorce. But thechild isanactive agent. (Thisisatheme | will developin depth in alater chapter.) No
oneasked Karen to step forward. Shedid it on her own. Her role in the pogdivorce family was entirely
different from her role in the predivorce family. In some homes, everyonebendfits from the child'snew
role. Adults gan needed hdp. Children gan maturity and self-confidence. They aso show a moral
sengbility and compassion for othersfar beyondtheir years, which they can draw uponlater in thar adult
relationshipsand often in ther career choices. Karen'sdecision to study public health andto develop
programs for crippled children was by her own accountrooted in the early responsbility shetookas a



child. For thefortunae parent whois able to rely on the child to get throughthe extended divorce crisis,
thechild's availability may tip the bdance between chronic dysundion and recovery.

Of course, caregiving by achild can occur in intact familieswhen aparentisill or troubled. | recall one
little girl, Martha, the oldest of three siblings whotook over running the houshold for a year when her
mother was recovering from a seriouscar accident. Marthaand her father shared in paenting theyounger
children and in taking care of Marthas mother. The difference was tha althoughthe mother wasin a
wheelchar for many months she maintained close touch with wha was going onin thehome. Both
parents maintained adult responsbility for all thar children at home. Marthamatured as aresult of her
experience and was rewarded by both parents with appreciation and praise. In many immigrant families
oneof theolder children often is responsble for hdping the adults to undestand the new languaye and
strangeculture. Here, too, thechild peformsvita fundionstha enable thefamily to keep going, butthe
adults maintain their responsbility at thehead of thefamily.

In contrast, in apogdivorce family, thechild often takes responsbility for the oneor both paentswho
are temporarily or lastingly overwhdmed by the crisis. This situaion can be compounded by theadult's
subequent disappointmentsin relationsips A formerly competent mother or father is unale to carry on
as before. Recovery from adivorceisalot harder than we havereadlized and it lastsalotlonge. Asa
result, the burden falls on the child who stepsforward to take chargeN out of compassion and often out of
unrealistic guilt. Thisisoneway that divorce profoundly changes notonly thechild'sexperience but, as
Karen illudrates, thewhole persondity of the child as she grows up and becomes an adult. Caregiving
tha involves sacrificing onés own wishes for the needs of othersis poor preparation for hgppy choicesin
adult relationdhips aswe'll seein coming chegpters. ¢,
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