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Married With Bankruptcy
By Andrew J. Cherlin

In times of‘economic crisis, Americans turn to their families for
support. If the Great Depression is any guide, we may see a drop
in our sky-high divorce rate. But this won't necessarily represent an
increase in happy marriages, nor is the trend likely to last. In the long
run, the Depression weakened American families, and the current crisis
will probably do the same.

We tend to think of the Depression as a time when families pulled
together to survive huge job losses. The divorce rate, which had been
rising slowly since the Civil War, suddenly dropped in 1930, the year
after the Depression began. By 1932, when nearly one-quarter of the
work force was unemployed, it had declined by around 25 percent
from 1929. But this does. not mean that people were suddenly happier
with their marriages. Rather, with incomes plummeting and insecure
jobs, unhappy couples often couldn't afford to divorce. They feared that
neither spouse would be able to manage alone.

Today, given the job losses of the past year, fewer unhappy
couples will risk starting separate households. Furthermore, the
housing market meltdown will make it more difficult for them to finance
their separations by selling their homes.

After financial disasters (and natural ones as well) family
members also tend to do whatever they can to help each other and
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their communities. In a 1940 book, “The Unemployed Man and His
Family,” the sociologist Mirra Komarovsky described a family in which
the husband initially reacted to losing his job “with tireless search for
work.” He was always active, looking for odd jobs or washing windows
for neighbors. Another unemployed man initially enjoyed spending
more time with his young children. These men’s spirits were up, and
their wives were supportive.

The problem is that such an impulse is hard to sustain. The men
Komarovsky studied eventually grew discouraged, their efforts faltered,
and their relationships with their wives and teenage children often
deteriorated. Across the country, many similar families were unable
to maintain the initial boost in morale. For some, the hardships of life
without steady work eventually overwhelmed their attempts to keep
their families together. The divorce rate began to rise again in 1934
when employment picked up, providing some unhappy couples with
the income they needed to separate. The rate rose during the rest of
the decade as the recovery took hold.

Millions of American families may now be in the initial stage of
their responses to the current crisis, working together and supporting
one another through the early months of unemployment. During the
Depression this stage seemed to last a year at most. Today, it might
last longer. Wives now share with their husbands the burden of earning
money, and the government provides more assistance.

But history suggests that this response will be temporary. By 1940
the divorce rate was higher than before the Depression, as if a pent-
up demand was finally being satisfied. The Depression destroyed the
inner life of many married couples, but it was years before they could
afford to file for divorce.

Today’s economic slump could well generate a similar backlog of
couples whose relationships have been irreparably ruined. So it is only
when the economy is healthy again that we will begin to see just how
many fractured families have been created.
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The Secret Cost of Using Facebook
By Daniel Lyons

If you don't spend your days glued to tech blogs, you might not
know about the latest trend among hipster techies: ‘quitting Facebook.
These folks, including a bunch of Google engineers, are bailing out
because Facebook just changed its rules so that much of your personal
profile information, including where you work, what music you like, and
where you went to school, now gets made public by default. Some info
is even shared with companies that are special partners of Facebook,
like Yelp, Pandora and Microsoft. And while there are ways to dial back
on some of this by tinkering with your privacy settings, it's tricky to
figure out — intentionally so, according to cynics.

The fear is that people are being lured into Facebook with the
promise of a fun, free service, and don't realize that they're paying for
it by giving up loads of personal information. Facebook then attempts
to “monetize” one's data by selling it to advertisers that want to send
targeted messages.

Most folks using Facebook have no idea this is happening. Even
if you're very tech-savvy and do know what the company is up to, you
still have no idea what you're paying for Facebook, because people
don't really know what their personal data is worth.

The biggest problem, however, is that the company keeps
changing the rules. Early on, you could keep everything private. That
was the great thing about Facebook — you could create your own little
private network. Last year, the company changed its privacy rules so
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that a lot of things — your city, your profile photo, the names of your
friends — were set, by default, to be shared with everyone on the
Internet. Sure, you could change everything back and make it private.
But most people probably didn’t bother. Now Facebook is going even
further by insisting that unless you agree to make things like your
hometown, interests, and friends’ names public, then you can't list them
at all.

The whole kerfuffle is a misunderstanding, according to Elliot
Schrage, Facebook’s vice president of communications and public
policy. In his version of events, the company is simply making changes
to improve the service it provides to users by giving them more
“granular” control over what they share, and if people don’t share
information they have a “less satisfying experience.” Facebook is
innovating so rapidly, he says, that people don't fully understand what
the company is doing, and that change is scary.

Some critics think this is more about Facebook looking to make
more money. Its original business model, which involved selling ads
and putting them at the side of the page, totally flopped. Who wants
to look at advertisements when they're online connecting with their
friends? Facebook denies that financial motives drove the changes. “Of
all the criticisms, that’s the one | find most distressing — that anything
we’ve done is daméging to users in order for us to make more money,”
says Schrage.

And not everyone thinks it's such a bad thing to have less privacy
online. Some users, like Robert Scoble, applauded Facebook’s
new policies. “| wish Facebook were MORE open!” he wrote on his
blog. “I haven't cared about privacy for years.”

But others are saying that this isn't what they signed up for
when they joined. The privacy issue has already landed Facebook
in hot water in Washington. In April, Sen. Charles Schumer and
two other senators called on Facebook to change its privacy policy.
They also urged the Federal Trade Commission to set guidelines for
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social-networking sites. In May, a group of 15 online-privacy groups
filed a formal complaint with the FTC accusing Facebook of “unfair and
deceptive trade practices.” “I think the senators rightly communicated
that we had not been clear about what the new products were and
how people could choose to use them or not to use them,” Schrage
concedes.

Losing a few people won't hurt Facebook, which has more than
400 million registered members, most of them oblivious to the debate
over privacy. In fact, | suspect Facebook will end up being to this
decade what Microsoft was to the 1990s — én__ ever-more-powerful
company with tentacles that reach into everything. | also suspect
that whatever Facebook has done so far to invade our privacy, it's
only the beginning, which is why I'm considering deactivating my
account. Facebook is a handy site, but I'm freaked by the idea that my
information is in the hands of people | don’t trust. That is too high a
price to pay.
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