1 face the problem of aging. Alzheimer’s disease, for example, now approaching
ridemic proportions, is an ironic by-product of the extension of the average life
»an. When living to seventy or eighty is a realistic prospect, it makes sense to
tet and exercise, to eat healthy foods, and to make other “narcissistic” invest-
ients in the self.

Further “the gift of mass longevity,” the anthropologist David Plath argues,
as been so recent, dramatic, and rapid that it has become profoundly unsettling
1 all postindustrial societies: “If the essential cultural nightmare of the nine-
senth century was to be in poverty, perhaps ours is to be old and alone or
Hlicted with terminal disease.”

Many people thus find themselves in life stages for which cultural scripts
ave not yet been written; family members face one another in relationships for
‘hich tradition provides little guidance. “We are stuck with awkward-sounding
:rms like ‘adult children’ and ... ‘grandson-in-law.” ” And when cultural rules
re ambiguous, emotional relationships can become tense or at least ambivalent.

A study of five-generation families in Germany reveals the confusion and strain

1at result when children and parents are both in advanced old age—for example, a
reat-great-grandmother and her daughter, who is herself a great-grandmother.
Vho has the right to be old? Who should take care of whom? Similarly, Plath, who
as studied the problems of mass longevity in Japan, finds that even in that familis-
ic society the traditional meaning of family roles has been put into question by the
wretching out of the life span. In the United States, some observers note that
eople moving into retirement communities sometimes bring their parents to live
vith them. Said one disappointed retiree: “I want to enjoy my grandchildren; I
iever expected that when I was a grandparent I'd have to look after my parents.”

READING

4
The Way We Wish We Were

Stephanie Coontz

When I begin teaching a course on family history, I often ask my students to
write down ideas that spring to mind when they think of the “traditional family.”
Their lists always include several images. One is of extended families in which all
nembers worked together, grandparents were an integral part of family life,
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children learned responsibility and the work ethic from their elders, and den
were clear lines of authority based on respect for age. Another is of nuclear tami-
lies in which nurturing mothers sheltered children from premature exposure to
sex, financial worries, or other adult concerns, while fathers taught adolescents
not to sacrifice their education by going to work too early. Still another image
gives pride of place to the couple relationship. In traditional families, my
students write—half derisively, half wistfully—~men and women remained chaste
until marriage, at which time they extricated themselves from competing obli-
gations to kin and neighbors and committed themselves wholly to the marital
relationship, experiencing an all-encompassing intimacy that our more crowded
modern life seems to preclude. As one freshman wrote: “They truly respected
the marriage vowels”; I assume she meant I-O-U.

Such visions of past family life exert a powerful emotional pull on mast
Americans, and with good reason, given the fragility of many modern commit-
ments. The problem is not only that these visions bear a suspicious resemblance
to reruns of old television series, but also that the scripts of different shows have
been mixed up: June Cleaver suddenly has 2 Grandpa Walton dispensing advice
in her kitchen; Donna Stone, vacuuming the living room in her inevitable pearls
and high heels, is no longer married to a busy modern pediatrician but to a
small-town sheriff who, like Andy Taylor of The Andy Griffith Show, solves
community problems through informal, old-fashioned common sense.

Like most visions of a “golden age,” the “traditional family” my students
describe evaporates on closer examination. It is an ahistorical amalgam of struc-
tures, values, and behaviors that never coexisted in the same time and place. The
notion that traditional families fostered intense intimacy between husbands and
wives while creating mothers who were totally available to their children. for
example, is an idea that combines some characteristics of the white, middle-class
family in the mid-nineteenth century and some of a rival family ideal first artic-
ulated in the 1920s. The first family revolved emotionally around the mother-
child axis, leaving the husband-wife relationship stilted and formal. The second
focused on an eroticized couple relatonship, demanding that mothers curh
emotional “overinvestment” in their children. The hybrid idea that a woman can
be fully absorbed with her youngsters while simultaneously maintaining
passionate sexual exciternent with her husband was a 1950s invendion that drove
thousands of women to thearapists, tranguilizers, or alcohol when they actually
tried to live up to it.

Similarly, an extended family in which all members work together under the
top-down authority of the household elder operates very differently from a
nuclear family in which husband and wife are envisioned as friends who pattently
devise ways to let the children learn by trial and error. Children who worked in
family enterprises seldom had time for the extracurricular activities that Wally
and the Beaver recounted to their parents over the dinner table; often. they did
not even go to school full-time. Mothers who did home production gencerally
relegated child care to older children or servants; they did not suspend work to
savor a baby first steps or discuss with their husband how to facilitate a grade-
schooler’s “self-esteem.” Such families emphasized formality, obedience to
authority, and “the way it’s always been” in their childrearing.




Nuclear families, by contrast, have tended to pride themselves on the
“modernity” of parent-child relations, diluting the authority of grandparents,
denigrating “old-fashioned” ideas about childraising, and resisting the “interfer-
ence” of relatives. It is difficult to imagine the Cleavers or the college-educated
title figure of Father Knows Best letting grandparents, maiden aunts, or in-laws
have a major voice in childrearing decisions. Indeed. the kind of family exempli-
fied by the Cleavers . . . represented a conscious rejection of the Waltons’ model.

THE ELUSIVE TRADITIONAL FAMILY

Whenever people propose that we go back to the traditional family, T always
suggest that they pick a ballpark date for the family they have in mind. Once
pinned down, they are invariably unwilling to accept the package deal that
comes with their chosen model. Some people, for example, admire the discipline
of colonial families, which were certainly not much troubled by divorce or frag-
menting individualism. But colonial families were hardly stable: High mortality
rates meant that the average length of marriage was less than a dozen years.
One-third to one-half of all children lost at least one parent before the age of
twenty-one; in the South, more than half of all children aged thirteen or under
had Jost at least one parent.

While there are a few modern Americans who would like to return to the
strict patriarchal authority of colonial days, in which disobedience by women
and children was considered a small form of treason, these individuals would
doubtless be horrified by other aspects of colonial families, such as their failure
to protect children from knowledge of sexuality. Eighteenth-century spelling
and grammar books routinely used fornication as an example of four-syllable
word, and preachers detailed sexual offenses in astonishingly explicit terms.
Sexual conversations between men and women, even in front of children, were
remarkably frank. It is worth contrasting this colonial candor to the climate in
1991, when the Department of Health and Human Services was forced to cancel
a proposed survey of teenagers’ sexual practices after some groups charged that
such knowledge might “inadvertently” encourage more sex.

Other people searching for an ideal traditional family might pick the more
sentimental and gentle Victorian family, which arose in the 1830s and 1840s as
household production gave way to wage work and professional occupations
outside the home. A new division of labor by age and sex emerged among the
middle class. Women’s roles were redefined in terms of domesticity rather than
production, men were labeled “breadwinners” (a masculine identity unheard of
in colonial davs), children were said to need time to play, and gentle maternal
guidance supplanted the patriarchal authoritarianism of the past.

But the middle-class Victorian family depended for its existence on the
multiplication of other families who were too poor and powerless to retreat into
their own little oases and who therefore had to provision the oases of others.
Childhood was prolonged for the nineteenth-century middle class only because
it was drastically foreshortened for other sectors of the population. The spread
of texule mills, for example, freed middle-class women from the most time-

consuming of their former chores, making cloth. But the raw maenals 1or tese
mills were produced by slave labor. Slave children were not exempt from field
labor unless they were infants, and even then their mothers were not allowed
time off to nurture them. Frederick Douglass could not remember secing his
mother until he was seven.

Domesticity was also not an opton for the white families who worked
twelve hours a day in Northern factories and workshops transforming slave-
picked cotton into ready-made clothing. By 1820, “half the workers in many
factories were boys and girls who had not reached their eleventh hirthday.”
Rhode Island investigators found “little half-clothed children” making their way
to the textile mills before dawn. In 1845, shoemaking families and makers of
artificial flowers worked fifteen to eighteen hours a day, according to the New
York Daily Tribusne.

Within the home, prior to the diffusion of household technology at the ¢nd
of the century, house cleaning and food preparation remained mammoth tasks.
Middle-class women were able to shift more time into childbearing in this
period only by hiring domestic help. Between 1800 and 1850, the proportion of
servants to white households doubled, to about one in nine. Some servants were
poverty-stricken mothers who had to board or bind out their own children.
Employers found such workers tended to be “distracted,” however; they usually
preferred young girls. In his study of Buffalo, New York, in the 1850s, historian
Lawrence Glasco found that Irish and German girls often went into service at
the age of eleven or twelve.

For every nineteenth-century middle-class family that protected its wite and
child within the family circle, then, there was an Irish or a German girl scrub-
bing floors in that middle-class home, a Weish boy mining coal to keep the
home-baked goodies warm, a black girl doing the family laundry, a black mother
and child picking cotton to be made into clothes for the family, and a Jewish or
an Italian daughter in a sweatshop making “ladies” dresses or artificial flowers
for the family to purchase.

Furthermore, people who lived in these periods were seldom as enamored
of their family arrangements as modern nostalgia might suggest. Colonial
Americans lamented “the great neglect in many parents and masters in training
up their children” and expressed the “greatest trouble and grief about the rising
generation.” No sooner did Victorian middle-class families begin to withdraw
their children from the work world than observers began to worry that children
were becoming oo sheltered. By 1851, the Reverend Horace Bushnell spoke for
many in bemoaning the passing of the traditional days of household production.
when the whole family was “harnessed, all together, into the producing process,
young and old, male and females, from the boy who rode the plough-horse to
the grandmother knitting under her spectacles.”

The late nineteenth century saw a modest but significant growth of
extended families and a substantial increase in the number of families who were
“harnessed” together in household production. Extended families have never
been the norm in America; the highest figure for extended-family households
ever recorded in American history is 20 percent. Contrary to the popular mvth
that industrialization destroyed “traditional” extended families, this high point




occurred between 1850 and 1885, during the most intensive period of early
industrialization. Many of these extended families, and most “producing” fami-
lies of the time, depended on the labor of children; they were held together by
dire necessity and sometimes by brute force.

There was a significant increase in child labor during the last third of the
nineteenth century. Some children worked at home in crowded tenement sweat-
shops that produced cigars or women’s clothing. Reformer Helen Campbell
found one house where “nearly thirty children of all ages and sizes, babies
predominating, rolled in the tobacco which covered the floor and was piled in
every direction.” Many producing houscholds resembled the one described by
Mary Van Kleeck of the Russell Sage Foundation in 1913:

In a tenement on MacDougal Street lives a family of seven—grandmother, father,
mother and four children aged four years. three years, two vears and one month
respectively. All excepting the father and the two babies make violets. The three year
old girl picks apart the pertals; her sister, aged four years, separates the stems, dipping
an end of each into paste spread on a piece of board on the kitchen table; and the
mother and grandmother stip the petals up the stems.

Where children worked outside the home, conditions were no better. In
1900, 120.000 children worked in Pennsylvania mines and factories; most of
them had started work by age eleven. In Scranton, a third of the girls berween
the ages of thirteen and sixteen worked in the silk mills in 1904. In New York,
Boston, and Chicago, teenagers worked long hours in textile factories and
frequently died in fires or industrial accidents. Children made up 23.7 percent of
the 36,415 workers in southern textile mills around the turn of the century.
When reformer Marie VanVorse took a job at one in 1903, she found children as
voung as six or seven working twelve-hour shifts. At the end of the day, she
reported: “They are usually beyond speech. They fall asleep at the tables, on the
stairs; they are carried to bed and there laid down as they are, unwashed,
undressed; and the inanimate bundles of rags so lie until the mill summons them
with its imperious cry before sunrise.”

By the end of the nineteenth century, shocked by the conditions in urban
tenements and by the sight of young children working full-time at home or
earning money out on the streets, middle-class reformers put aside nostalgia for
“harnessed” family production and elevated the antebellum model once more,
blaming immigrants for introducing such “un-American” family values as child
labor. Reformers advocated adoption of a “true American” family—a restricted,
exclusive nuclear unit in which women and children were divorced from the
world of work.

In the late 1920s and early 1930s, however, the wheel turned yet again, as
social theorists noted the independence and isolation of the nuclear family with
renewed anxiety. The influential Chicago School of sociology believed that
immigration and urbanization had weakened the traditional family by destroy-
ing kinship and community networks. Although sociologists welcomed the
increased democracy of “companionate marriage,” they worried about the root-
lessness of nuclear families and the breakdown of older solidarities. By the time
of the Great Depression, some observers even saw a silver lining in economic

hardship, since it revived the economic functions and social miportance of win
and family ties. With housing starts down by more than 90 percent, approsi-
mately one-sixth of urban families had to “double up” in apartments. The inci-
dence of three-generation households increased, while recreational interactions
outside the home were cut back or confined to the kinship network. One news-
paper opined: “Many a family that has lost its car has found its soul.”

Depression families evoke nostalgia in some contemporary observers,
because they tended to create “dependability and domestic inclination™ among
girls and “maturity in the management of money” among boys. But, in many
cases, such responsibility was inseparable from “a corrosive and disabling
poverty that shattered the hopes and dreams of . . . young parents and twisted
the lives of those who were ‘stuck together’ in it.” Men withdrew from tamily
life or turned violent; women exhausted themselves trying to “take up the slack”
both financially and emotionally, or they belittled their husbands as failures; and
children gave up their dreams of education to work at dead-end jobs.

From the hardships of the Great Depression and the Second World War
and the euphoria of the postwar economic recovery came a new kind of family
ideal that still enters cur homes in Legve It to Beaver and Donna Reed reruns. . . .
[T]he 1950s were no more a “golden age™ of the family than any other period in
American history. . . . [OJur recurring search for a traditional family model
denies the diversity of family life, both past and present, and leads to false gencr-
alizations about the past as well as wildly exaggerated claims about the present
and the future.

THE COMPLEXITIES OF ASSESSING FAMILY TRENDS

Ifit is hard to find a satisfactory model of the traditional family, it is also hard to
make global judgments about how families have changed and whether they arc
getting better or worse. Some generalizations about the past are pure myth.
Whatever the merit of recurring complaints about the “rootlessness™ of modern
life, for instance, families are #ot more mobile and transient than they used to be.
In most nineteenth-century cities, both large and small. more than 50 percent--
and often up to 75 percent—of the residents in any given year were no longer
there ten vears later. People born in the twentieth century are much more likely
to live near their birthplace than were people born in the nineteenth century.

This is not to say, of course, that mobility did not have different effects then
than it does now. In the nineteenth century, claims historian Thomas Bender,
people moved from community to community, taking advantage . . . of nonfa-
miliar networks and institutions that integrated them into new work and social
relations. In the late twentieth century, people move from job to job, following a
career path that shuffles them from one single-family home to another and does
not link them to neighborly networks beyond the family. But this change is in
our community ties, not in our family ones.

A related myth is that modern Americans have lost touch with extended-
kinship networks or have let parent-child bonds lapse. In tact. more Americans
than ever before have grandparents alive, and there is good evidence that tics



between grandparents and grandchildren have become stronger over the past
fifty years. In the late 1970s, researchers returned to the “Middletown” studied
by sociologist Robert and Helen Lynd in the 1920s and found that most people
there maintained closer extended-family networks than in earlier times. There
had been some decline in the family’s control over the daily lives of youth, espe-
cially females, but “the expressive/emotional function of the family™ was “more
important for Middletown students of 1977 than it was in 1924.” More recent
research shows that visits with relatives did not decline between the 1950s and
the late 1980s.

Today 54 percent of adults see a parent, and 68 percent talk on the phone with
a parent, at least once a week. Fuily 90 percent of Americans describe their rela-
tionship with their mother as close, and 78 percent say their relationship with their
grandparents is close. And for all the family disruption of divorce, most modern
children live with at least one parent. As late as 1940, 10 percent of American chil-
dren did not live with either parent, compared to only one in twenty-five today.

Whar about the supposed eclipse of marriage? Neither the rising age of
those who marry nor the frequency of divorce necessarily means that marriage is
becoming a less prominent institution than it was in earlier days. Ninety percent
of men and women eventually marry, more than 70 percent of divorced men and
women remarry, and fewer people remain single for their entire lives today than
at the turn of the century. One author even suggests that the availability of
divorce in the second half of the twentieth century has allowed some women to
try marriage who would formerly have remained single all their lives. Others
argue that the rate of hidden marital separation in the late nineteenth century
was not much less than the rate of visible separation today.

Studies of marital satisfaction reveal that more couples reported their
marriages to be happy in the late 1970s than did so in 1957, while couples in
their second marriages believe them to be much happier than their first ones.
Some commentators conclude that marriage is becoming less permanent but
more satisfving. Others wonder, however, whether there is a vicious circle in our
country, where no one even tries to sustain a relationship. Between the late
1970s and late 1980s, moreover, reported marital happiness did decline slightly
in the United States. Some authors see this as reflecting our decreasing appreci-
ation of marriage, although others suggest that it reflects unrealistically high
expectations of love in a culture that denies people safe, culturally approved ways
of getting used to marriage or cultivating other relationships to meet some of
the needs that we currently load onto the couple alone.

Part of the problem in making simple generalizations about what is happen-
ing to marriage is that there has been a polarization of experiences. Marriages
are much more likely to be ended by divorce today, but marriages that do last are
described by their participants as happier than those in the past and are far more
likely to confer such happiness over many years. It is important to remember
that the 50 percent divorce rate estimates are calculated in terms of a forty-year
period and that many marriages in the past were terminated well before that
date by the death of one partner. Historian Lawrence Stone suggests that
divorce has become “a functional substitute for death” in the modern world. At

the end ot the 1970s, the rise in divorcee rates seemed w overtake the tall in ueati
rates, but the slight decline in divorce rates since then means that “a couple
marrying today is more likely to celebrate a fortieth wedding anniversary than
were couples around the turn of the century.”

A similar polarization allows some observers to argue that fathers are desert-
ing their children, while others celebrate the new commitment of fathers to
childrearing. Both viewpoints are right. Sociologist Frank Furstenberg com-
ments on the emergence of a “good dad-bad dad complex”: Many fathers spend
more time with their children than ever before and feel more free to be affec-
tionate with them; others, however, feel more free simply to walk out on their
families. According to 1981 statistics, 42 percent of the children whose father
had left the marriage had not seen him in the past year. Yet studies show steadily
increasing involvement of fathers with their children as long as they are in the
home.

These kinds of ambiguities should make us leerv of hard-and-fast
pronouncements about what'’s happening to the American family. In many cases,
we simply don’t know precisely what our figures actually mean. For example. the
proportion of youngsters receiving psychological assistance rose by 80 percent
between 1981 and 1988. Does that mean they are getting more sick or receiving
more help, or is it some complex combination of the two? Child abuse reports
increased by 225 percent between 1976 and 1987. Does this represent an actual
increase in rates of abuse or a heightened consciousness about the problem:
During the same period, parents’ self-reports about very severe violence toward
their children declined 47 percent. Does this represent a real improvement in
their behavior or a decreasing willingness to admit to such acts?

Assessing the direction of family change is further complicated because
many contemporary trends represent a reversal of developments that were
themselves rather recent. The expectation that the family should be the main
source of personal fulfillment, for example, was not traditional in the eighteenth
and nineteenth centuries. . . . Prior to the 1900s, the family festivities that now
fill us with such nostalgia for “the good old days” (and cause such heartbreak
when they go poorly) were “relatively undeveloped.” Civic festivals and Fourth
of July parades were more important occasions for celebration and strong
emotion than family holidays such as Thanksgiving. Christmas “seems to have
been more a time for attending parties and dances than for celebrating family
solidarity.” Only in the twentieth century did the family come to be the center of
festive attention and emotional intensity.

Today, such emotional investment in the family may be waning again. This
could be interpreted as a reestablishment of balance between family life and
other social ties; on the other hand, such a trend may have different results todav
than in earlier times, because in many cases the extrafamilial institutions and
customs that used to socialize individuals and provide them with a range of
emotional alternatives to family life no longer exist.

In other cases, analysis of statistics showing a deterioration in family well-
being supposedly caused by abandonment of tradition suggests a more compli-
cated train of events. Children’s health, for example, improved dramatically in



the 1960s and 1970s, a period of extensive family transtormation. It ceased to
improve and even slid backward, in the 1980s, when innovative social programs
designed to relieve families of some “traditional” responsibilities were repealed.
While infant mortality rates fell by 4.7 percent a year during the 1970s, the rate
of decline decreased in the 1980s, and in both 1988 and 1989, infant mortality
rates did not show a statistically significant decline. Similarly, the proportion of
low-birth-weight babies fell during the 1970s but stayed steady during the 1980s
and had even increased slightly as of 1988. Child poverty is lower today than it
was in the “traditional” 1950s but much higher than it was in the nontraditional
late 1960s.

WILD CLAIMS AND PHONY FORECASTS

Lack of perspective on where families have come from and how their evolution
connects to other social trends tends to encourage contradictory claims and wild
exaggerations about where families are going. One category of generalizations
seems to be a product of wishful thinking. As of 1988, nearly half of all families
with children had both parents in the work force. The two-parent family in
which only the father worked for wages represented just 25 percent of all fami-
lies with children, down from 44 percent in 1975. For people overwhelmed by
the difficulties of adjusting work and schools to the realities of working moms, it
has been tempting to discern a “return to tradition” and hope the problems will
go away. Thus in 1991, we saw a flurry of media reports that the number of
women in the work force was headed down: “More Choose to Stay Home with
Children” proclaimed the headlines; “More Women Opting for Chance to
Watch Their Children Grow.”

The cause of all this commotion? The percentage of women aged twenty-
five to thirty-four who were employed dropped from 74 percent to 72.8 percent
between January 1990 and January 1991. However, there was an exactly equal
decline in the percentage of men in the work force during the same period, and
for both genders the explanadon was the same. “The dip is the recession,”
explained Judy Waldrop, research editor at American Demographics magazine, to
anyone who bothered to listen. In fact, the proportion of mothers who worked
increased slightly during the same period.

This is not to say that parents, especially mothers, are happy with the pres-
sures of balancing work and family life. Poll after poll reveals that both men and
women feel starved for time. The percentage of women who say they would
prefer to stay home with their children if they could atford to do so rose from 33
percent in 1986 to 56 percent in 1990. Other polis show that even larger majori-
ties of women would trade a day’s pay for an extra day off. But, above all, what
these polls reveal is women's growing dissatisfaction with the failure of employ-
ers, schools, and government to pioneer arrangements that make it possible to
combine work and family life. They do not suggest that women are actually
going to stop working, or that this would be women’s preferred solution to their
stresses. The polls did not ask, for example, how /ong women would like to take
off work, and failed to take account of the large majority of mothers who report

that they would miss their work il they did manage o take time ot Workmg
mothers are here to stay, and we will not meet the challenge this poses for tamnuly
life by inventing an imaginary trend to define the problem out of existence.

At another extreme is the kind of generalization that taps into our worst
fears. One example of this is found in the almost daily reporting of cases of child
molestation or kidnapping by sexual predators. The highlighting of such cases.
drawn from every corner of the country, helps disguise how rare these cases
actually are when compared to crimes committed within the family.

A well-publicized instance of the cataclysmic predictions that get made
when family trends are taken out of historical context is the famous Newswecl
contention that a single woman of forty has a better chance of being killed by a
terrorist than of finding a husband. It is true that the proportion of never-
married women under age forty has increased substantially since the 1950s, but
it is also true that the proportion has decreased dramatically among women over
that age. A woman over thirty-five has a berter chance to marry today than she
did in the 1950s. In the past twelve years, first-time marriages have increased
almost 40 percent for women aged thirty-five to thirty-nine. A single woman
aged forty to forty-four still has a 24 percent probability of marriage, while 15
percent of women in their late forties will marry. These figures would undoubt-
edly be higher if many women over forty did not simply pass up opportunities
that a more desperate generation might have snatched.

Yet another example of the exaggeration that pervades many analyses of
modern families is the widely quoted contention that “parents today spend 40
percent less time with their children than did parents in 1965.” Again, of course.
part of the problem is where researchers are measuring from. A comparative
study of Muncie, Indiana, for example, found that parents spent much more
time with their children in the mid-1970s than did parents in the mid-1920s. Bur
another problem is keeping the categories consistent. Trying to track down the
source of the 40 percent decline figure, I called demographer John P. Robinson,
whose studies on time formed the basis of this claim. Robinson’s data, however,
show that parents today spend about the same amount of time caring for chil-

_ dren as they did in 1965. If the total amount of time devoted to children is less,

he suggested, I might want to check how many fewer children there arc today. In
1970, the average family had 1.34 children under the age of eighteen; in 1990,
the average family had only .96 children under age eighteen—a decrease of 28.4
percent. In other words, most of the decline in the total amount of time parents
spend with children is because of the decline in the number of children they
have to spend time with!

Now I am not trying to say that the residual amount of decrease is not serious,
or that it may not become worse, given the trends in women’s employment.
Robinson’s data show that working mothers spend substantially less time in primary
child-care activides than do nonemployed mothers (though they also tend to have
fewer children); more than 40 percent of working mothers report feeling “trapped”
by their daily routines; many routinely sacrifice sleep in order to meet the demands
of work and family. Fven so, a majority believe they are ot giving enough time to
their children. It is also true that children may benefit merely from having their
parents available, even though the parents may not be spending time with them.



But there is no reason to assume the worst. Americans have actually gained
free time since 1965, despite an increase in work hours, largely as a result of a
decline in housework and an increasing tendency to fit some personal require-
ments and errands into the work day. And according to a recent Gallup poll,
most modern mothers think they are doing a better job of communicating with
their children (though a worse job of house cleaning) than did their own moth-
ers and that they put a higher value on spending time with their family than did
their mothers. . ..

NEGOTIATING THROUGH THE EXTREMES

Most people react to these conflicting claims and contradictory trends with
understandable confusion. They know that family ties remain central to their
own lives, but they are constantly hearing about people who seem to have no
family feeling. Thus, at the same time as Americans report high levels of satis-
faction with their ows families, they express a pervasive fear that other people’s
families are falling apart.

In a typical recent poll, for example, 71 percent of respondents said they
were “very satisfied” with their own family life, but more than half rated the
overall quality of family life as negative: “I'm okay; you're not.”

This seemingly schizophrenic approach does not reflect an essentially intol-
erant attitude. People worry about families, and to the extent that they associate
modern social ills with changes in family life, they are ambivalent about innova-
tions. Voters often defeat measures to grant unmarried couples, whether hetero-
sexual or homosexual, the same rights as married ones. In polls, however, most
Americans support tolerance for gay and lesbian relationships. Although two-
thirds of respondents to one national poll said they wanted “more traditonal
standards of family life,” the same percentage rejected the idea that “women
should return to their traditional role.” Still larger majorities support women’s
right to work, including their right to use child care, even when they worry
about relving on day-care centers too much. In a 1990 Newsweek poll, 42 percent
predicted that the family would be worse in ten years and exactly the same
percentage predicted that it would be better. Although 87 percent of people
polled in 1987 said they had “old-fashioned ideas about family and marriage,”
only 22 percent of the people polled in 1989 defined a family solely in terms of
blood, marriage, or adoption. Seventy-four percent declared, instead, that
family is any group whose members love and care for one another.

These conflicted responses do not mean that people are hopelessly
confused. Instead, they reflect people’s gut-level understanding that the “crisis
of the family” is more complex than is often asserted by political demagogues or
others with an ax to grind. In popular commentary the received wisdom is to
“keep it simple.” T know one television reporter who refuses to air an interview
with anyone who uses the phrase “on the other hand.” But my experience in
discussing these issues with both the general public and specialists in the field is
that people are hungry to get beyond oversimplifications. They don’t want to be
told that everything is fine in families or that if the economy improved and the

government mandated parental leave, everything would be fine. But they don
believe that every hard-won victory for women’s rights and personal liberty ha
been destructive of social bonds and that the only way to find a sense ot commm
nity is to go back to some sketchily defined “traditional” family that clearh
involves denying the validity of any alternative familial and personal choices.

Americans understand that along with welcome changes have come difficul
new problems; uneasy with simplistic answers, they are willing to consider mor
nuanced analyses of family gains and losses during the past few decades. [ndeed
argues political reporter E. J. Dionne, they are desperate to engage in such analy
ses. Few Americans are satisfied with liberal and feminist accounts that blame al
modern family dilemmas on structural inequalities, ignoring the moral crisis o
commitment and obligation in our society. Yet neither are they convinced tha
“in the final analysis,” as David Blankenhorn of the Institute for Americn
Values puts it, “the problem is not the system. The problem is us.”

Despite humane intentions, an overemphasis on personal responsibility fo
strengthening family values encourages a way of thinking that leads to moraliz
ing rather than mobilizing for concrete reforms. While values are important t
Americans, most do not support the sort of scapegoating that occurs when al
family problems are blamed on “bad values.” Most of us are painfully aware tha
there is no clear way of separating “family values” from “the system.” Our value
may make a difference in the way we respond to the challenges posed b
economic and political institutions, but those institutions also reinforce certan
values and extinguish others. The problem is not to berate people for abandon
ing past family values, nor to exhort them to adopt better values in the future -
the problem is to build the institutions and social support networks that allos
people to act on their best values rather than on their worst ones. We need to ge
past abstract nostalgia for traditional family values and develop a clearer sense ¢
how past families actually worked and what the different consequences of vari
ous family behaviors and values have been. Good history and responsible soci:
policy should help people incorporate the full complexity and the tradeoffs «
family change into their analysis and thus into action. Mythmaking does ne
accomplish this end.



