
Family Tree by Norman Rockwell, 1959. The smiling Baby-Boom young- 
ster at the top has a n  even chance of getting divorced during his lifetime. I f  
his views reflect those of the 1,529 Americans polled by the Gallup organi- 
zation i n  March 1980, he holds the family i n  high esteem but  believes 
family life has deteriorated markedly during the past 15 years. 
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When WQ took its first look at studies of "the changing family" 
three years ago, the editors contrasted the "upheaval" in family 
patterns with the "trickle" of scholarly research exploring the 
phenomenon. The trickle has since become a torrent; the up- 
heaval, in the eyes of many, a full-blown crisis. The high inci- 
dence of divorce and out-of-wedlock pregnancies, the growing 
number of one-parent families, the costly pathology of family 
instability-all of these persist as America moves into the 1980s, 
and the experts don't really know why. Meanwhile, political 
discussion has become increasingly shrill, as if views on "the 
family" were a litmus test for assigning people among compet- 
ing ideologies. Is a little "benign neglect" by activists in order? 
Here, psychologist Arlene Skolnick looks at the family in Ameri- 
can history; sociologist Graham Spanier provides an overview 
of the latest academic research into family matters; and special- 
ists Mary Jo Bane, Lee Rainwater, and Martin Rein examine the 
evolving government-family "partnership." 

THE PARADOX OF PERFECTION 

by Arlene Skolnick 

The American Family, as even readers of Popular Mechanics 
must know by now, is in what Sean O'Casey would have called 
"a terrible state of chassis." Yet, there are certain ironies about 
the much-publicized crisis that give one pause. 

True, the statistics seem alarming. The U.S. divorce rate, 
though it has reached something of a plateau in recent years, 
remains the highest in American history. The number of births 
out-of-wedlock among all races and ethnic groups continues to 
climb. The plight of many elderly Americans subsisting on low 
fixed incomes is well known. 
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What puzzles me is an ambiguity, not in the facts, but in 
what we are asked to make of them. A series of opinion polls 
conducted in 1978 by Yankelovich, Skelley, and White, for 
example, found that 38 percent of those surveyed had recently 
witnessed one or more "destructive activities" (e.g., a divorce, a 
separation, a custody battle) within their own families or those 
of their parents or siblings. At the same time, 92 percent of the 
respondents said the family was highly important to them as a 
'personal value." 

Can the family be a t  once a cherished "value" and a 
troubled institution? I am inclined to think, in fact, that they go 
hand in hand. A recent "Talk of the Town" report in The New 
Yorker illustrates what I mean: 

A few months ago word was heard from Billy Gray, who 
used to lay brother Bud in "Father Knows Best," the ? 1950s te evision show about the nice Anderson family 
who lived in the white frame house on a side street in 
some mythical S ringfield-the house at which the 
father arrived eac 1 night swinging open the front door 
and singing out "Margaret, I'm home!" Gray said he felt 
"ashamed' that he had ever had anything to do with the 
show. It was all "totall false," he said, and had caused 
many Americans to feel inadequate, because they 
thought that was the wa life was supposed to be and 
that their own lives faile 3 to measure up. 

As Susan Sontag has noted in On Photography, mass- 
produced images have "extraordinary powers to determine our 
demands upon reality." The family is especially vulnerable to 
confusion between truth and illusion. What, after all, is "nor- 
mal"? All of us have a backstairs view of our own families, but 
we know The Family, in the aggregate, only vicariously. 

Like politics or athletics, the family has become a media 
event. Television offers nightly portrayals of lump-in-the-throat 
family "normalcy" ("The Waltons," "Little House on the 
Prairie") and, nowadays, even humorous "deviance" ("One Day 
at a Time," "The Odd Couple"). Family advisers sally forth in 
syndicated newspaper columns to uphold standards, mend rela- 

- - - - -- - - - - -- - 

Arlene Skolnick, 46, is a research psychologist at  the Institute of Human 
Development, University of California, Berkeley. She holds a B.A. from 
Queens College (1954) and a Ph.D. i n  psychology from Yale (1962). She is 
co-editor of Family in Transition (1971, with Jerome H. Skolnick), the 
author of The Intimate Environment (1973), and the editor of Rethink- 
ing Childhood (1 976). 
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Premarital pregnancies 
were frequent in  colonial 

America, but  today's 
unwed mothers are 

younger and less likely to 
give up  their children or 
marry for appearance's 

sake. Day-care centers for 
students' children are 

being established in  U.S. 
urban high schools, 

including those in  
Washington, D.C. 

Teenage Parents 
Always Have 
Homework! 

tionships, suggest counseling, and otherwise lead their readers 
back to the True Path. For commercial purposes, advertisers 
spend millions of dollars to create stirring vignettes of 
glamorous-but-ordinary families, the kind of family most 11- 
year-olds wish they had. 

All Americans do not, of course, live in such a family, but 
most share an intuitive sense of what the "ideal" family should 
be-reflected in the precepts of religion, the conventions of 
etiquette, and the assumptions of law. And, characteristically, 
Americans tend to project the ideal back into the past, the time 
when virtues of all sorts are thought to have flourished. 

We do not come off well by comparison with that golden 
age, nor could we, for it is as elusive and mythical as Brigadoon. 
If Billy Gray shames too easily, he has a valid point: While 
Americans view the family as the proper context for their own 
lives-9 out of 10 people live in one-they have no realistic con- 
text in which to view the family. Family history, until recently, 
was as neglected in academe as it still is in the press. This sum- 
mer's White House Conference on Families is "policy-oriented,'' 
which means present-minded. The familiar, depressing charts of 
"leading family indicatorsw-marriage, divorce, illegitimacy- 
in newspapers and newsmagazines rarely survey the trends be- 
fore World War 11. The discussion, in short, lacks ballast. 

Let us go back to before the American Revolution. 
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- - - - - - - -  

Perhaps what distinguishes the modern family most from 
its colonial counterpart is its newfound privacy. Throughout the 
17th and 18th centuries, well over 90 percent of the American 
population lived in small rural communities. Unusual behavior 
rarely went unnoticed, and neighbors often intervened directly 
in a family's affairs, to help or to chastise. 

The most dramatic example was the rural "charivari," 
prevalent in both Europe and the United States until the early 
19th century. The purpose of these noisy gatherings was to cen- 
sure community members for familial transgressions-unusual 
sexual behavior, marriages between persons of grossly discrep- 
ant ages, or "household disorder," to name but a few. As histo- 
rian Edward Shorter describes it in The Making of the M o d e m  
Family: 

Sometimes the demonstration would consist of masked 
individuals circling somebod 's house at night, scream- 
ing  beating on pans, and b ? owing cow horns . . . . on 
ot er occasions, the offender would be seized and 
marched through the streets, seated perha s backwards 
on a donkey or forced to wear a placard escribing his 
sins. 

s 
The state itself had no qualms about intruding into a fam- 

ily's affairs by statute, if necessary. Consider 17th-century New 
England's "stubborn child" laws that, though never actually 
enforced, sanctioned the death penalty for chronic disobedience 
to one's parents. 

If the boundaries between home and societv seem blurred 
during the colonial era, it is because they were. People were 
neither very emotional nor very self-conscious about family life, 
and, as historian John Demos points out, family and community 
were "joined in a relation of profound reciprocity." In his O f  
Domesticall Duties,  William Gouge, a 17th-century Puritan 
preacher, called the family "a little community." The home, like 
the larger community, was as much an economic as a social 
unit; all members of the family worked, be it on the farm, or in a 
shop, or in the home. 

There was not much to idealize. Love was not considered 
the basis for marriage but one possible result of it. According to 
historian Carl Degler, it was easier to obtain a divorce in colo- 
nial New England than anywhere else in the Western world, and 
the divorce rate climbed steadily throughout the 18th century, 
though it remained low by contemporary standards. Romantic 
images to the contrary, it was rare for more than two genera- 

The Wilson Quarterly/Summer 1980 

116 



THE AMERICAN FAMILY 

tions (parents and children) to share a household, for the simple 
reason that very few people lived beyond the age of 60. It is 
ironic that our nostalgia for the extended family-including 
grandparents and grandchildren-comes at a time when, thanks 
to improvements in health care, its existence is less threatened 
than ever before. 

Infant mortality was high in colonial days, though not as 
high as we are accustomed to believe, since food was plentiful 
and epidemics, owing to generally low population density, were 
few. In the mid- 1700s, the average age of marriage was about 24 
for men, 2 1 for women-not much different from what it is now. 
Households, on average, were larger, but not startlingly so: A 
typical household in 1790 included about 5.6 members, versus 
about 3.5 today. Illegitimacy was widespread. Premarital preg- 
nancies reached a high in 18th-century America (10 percent of 
all first births) that was not equalled until the 1950s. 

Form Follows Function 

In simple demographic terms, then, the differences between 
the American family in colonial times and today are not all that 
stark; the similarities are sometimes striking. 

The chief contrast is psychological. While Western societies 
have always idealized the family to some degree, the most vivid 
literary portrayals of family life before the 19th century were 
negative or, at best, ambivalent. In what might be called the 
"high tragic" tradition-including Sophocles, Shakespeare, and 
the Bible, as well as fairy tales and novels-the family was 
portrayed as a high-voltage emotional setting, laden with dark 
passions, sibling rivalries, and violence. There was also the "low 
comic" tradition-the world of hen-pecked husbands and 
tyrannical mothers-in-law. 

It is unlikely that our 18th-century ancestors ever left the 
Book of Genesis or Tom Jones with the feeling that their own 
family lives were seriously flawed. 

By the time of the Civil War, however, American attitudes 
toward the family had changed profoundly. The early decades of 
the 19th century marked the beginnings of America's gradual 
transformation into an urban, industrial society. In 1820, less 
than 8 percent of the U.S. population lived in cities; by 1860, the 
urban concentration approached 20 percent, and by 1900 that 
proportion had doubled. 

Structurally, the American family did not immediately 
undergo a comparable transformation. Despite the large 
families of many immigrants and farmers, the size of the average 
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family declined-slowly but steadily-as it had been doing since 
the 17th century. Infant mortality remained about the same, 
and may even have increased somewhat, owing to poor sanita- 
tion in crowded cities. Legal divorces were easier to obtain than 
they had been in colonial times. Indeed, the rise in the divorce 
rate was a matter of some concern during the 19th century, 
though death, not divorce, was the prime cause of one-parent 
families, as it was up to 1965. 

Functionally, however, America's industrial revolution had 
a lasting effect on the family. No longer was the household typi- 
cally a group of interdependent workers. Now, men went to 
offices and factories and became breadwinners; wives stayed 
home to mind the hearth; children went off to the new public 
schools. The home was set apart from the dog-eat-dog arena of 
economic life; it came to be viewed as a utopian retreat or, in 
historian Christopher Lasch's phrase, a "haven in a heartless 
world." Marriage was now valued primarily for its emotional 
attractions. Above all, the family became something to worry 
about. 

The earliest and most saccharine "sentimental model" of 
the family appeared in the new mass media that proliferated 
during the second quarter of the 19th century. Novels, tracts, 
newspaper articles, and ladies' magazines-there were varia- 
tions for each class of society~elaborated a "Cult of True 

With  the idealization of 
family life in  the 19th 
century came a n  
appreciation o f  
"childhood" as a dis- 
t i nc t -and  fragile- 
stage of development, 
paving the way for the 
mass marketing of 
"how to" childrearing 
manuals. 
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Womanhood" in which piety, submissiveness, and domesticity 
dominated the pantheon of desirable feminine qualities. This - 

quotation from The Ladies Book (1830) is typical: 

See, she sits,  she walks, she speaks, she looks- 
unutterable things! Inspiration s rings u in her very E f paths-it follows her footsteps. A a10 of g ory encircles 
her, and illuminates her whole orbit. With her, man not 
only feels safe, but actually renovated. 

In the late 1800s, science came into the picture. The "profes- 
sionalization" of the housewife took two different forms. One 
involved motherhood and childrearing, according to the latest 
scientific understanding of children's special physical and emo- 
tional needs. (It is no accident that the publishing of children's 
books became a major industry during this period.) The other 
was the domestic science movement-"home economics," 
basically-which focused on the woman as full-time 
homemaker, applying "scientific" and "industrial" rationality 
to shopping, making meals, and housework. 

The new ideal of the family prompted a cultural split that 
has endured, one that Tocqueville had glimpsed (and rather 
liked) in 1835. Society was divided more sharply into man's 
sphere and woman's sphere. Toughness, competition, and prac- 
ticality were the masculine values that ruled the outside world. 
The softer values-affection, tranquility, piety-were wor- 
shiped in the home and the church. In contrast to the colonial 
view, the ideology of the "modern" family implied a critique of 
everything beyond the front door. 

What is striking as one looks at the writings of the 19th- 
century "expertsu-the physicians, clergymen, phrenologists, 
and "scribbling ladiesn-is how little their essential message 
differs from that of the sociologists, psychiatrists, pediatricians, 
and women's magazine writers of the 20th century, particularly 
since World War 11. 

Instead of men's and women's spheres, of course, sociolo- 
gists speak of "instrumental" and "expressive" roles. The notion 
of the family as a retreat from the harsh realities of the outside 
world crops up as "functional differentiation." And, like the 
19th-century utopians who believed society could be regener- 
ated through the perfection of family life, 20th-century social 
scientists have looked at the failed familv as the source of most 
American social problems. 

None of those who promoted the sentimental model of the 
family-neither the popular writers nor the academics- 
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considered the paradox of perfectionism: the ironic possibility 
that it would lead to trouble. Yet it has. The image of the perfect, 
happy family makes ordinary families seem like failures. Small 
problems loom as big problems if the "normal" family is 
thought to be one where there are no real problems at all. 

One sees this phenomenon at work on the generation of 
Americans born and reared during the late 19th century, the 
first generation reared on the mother's milk of sentimental im- 
agery. Between 1900 and 1920, the U.S. divorce rate doubled, 
from four to eight divorces annually per 1,000 married couples. 
The jump-comparable to the 100 percent increase in the 
divorce rate between 1960 and 1980-is not attributable to 
changes in divorce laws, which were not greatly liberalized. 
Rather, it would appear that, as historian Thomas O'Neill be- 
lieves, Americans were simply more willing to dissolve mar- 
riages that did not conform to their ideal of domestic bliss-and 
perhaps try again. 

A "Fun" Morality 

If anything, family standards became even more demanding 
as the 20th century progressed. The new fields of psychology and 
sociology opened up whole new definitions of familial perfec- 
tion. "Feelings"-fun, love, warmth, good orgasm-acquired 
heightened popular significance as the invisible glue of success- 
ful families. 

Psychologist Martha Wolfenstein, in an analysis of several 
decades of government-sponsored infant care manuals, has doc- 
umented the emergence of a "fun morality." In former days, 
being a good parent meant carrying out certain tasks with 
punctilio; if your child was clean and reasonably obedient, you 
had no cause to probe his psyche. Now, we are told, parents 
must commune with their own feelings and those of their 
children-an edict which has seeoed into the ethos of education 
as well. The distinction is rather like that between religions of 
deed and religions of faith. It is one thing to make your child 
brush his teeth; it is quite another to transform the whole proc- 
ess into a joyous "learning experience." 

The task of 20th-century parents has been further compli- 
cated by the advice offered them. The experts disagree with each 
other and often contradict themselves. The kindly Dr. Benjamin 
Spock, for example, is full of contradictions. In a detailed analy- 
sis of Baby and Child Care, historian Michael Zuckerman ob- 
serves that Spock tells mothers to relax ("trust yourself") yet 
warns them that they have an "ominous power" to destroy their 
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children's innocence and make them discontented "for years" or 
even "forever." 

As we enter the 1980s, both family images and family 
realities are in a state of transition. After a century and a half, 
the web of attitudes and nostrums comprising the "sentimental 
model" is beginning to unravel. Since the mid-1960s, there has 
been a youth rebellion of sorts, a new "sexual revolution," a 
revival of feminism, and the emergence of the two-worker fam- 
ily. The huge postwar Baby-Boom generation is pairing off, ac- 
counting in part for the upsurge in the divorce rate (half of all 
divorces occur within seven years of a first marriage). Media 
images of the family have become more "realistic," reflecting 
new patterns of family life that are emerging (and old patterns 
that are re-emerging). 

Among social scientists, "realism" is becoming something 
of an ideal in itself. For some of them, realism translates as 
pluralism: All forms of the family, by virtue of the fact that they 
happen to exist, are equally acceptable-from communes and 
cohabitation to one-parent households, homosexual marriages, 
and, come to think of it, the nuclear family. What was once 
labeled "deviant" is now merely "variant." In some college 
texts, "the family" has been replaced by "family systems." Yet, 
this new approach does not seem to have squelched perfectionist 
standards. Indeed, a palpable strain of perfectionism runs 
through the pop literature on "alternative" family lifestyles. 

For the majority of scholars, realism means a more down- 
to-earth view of the American household. Rather than seeing the 
family as a haven of peace and tranquility, they have begun to 
recognize that even "normal" families are less than ideal, that 
intimate relations of any sort inevitably involve antagonism as 
well as love. Conflict and change are inherent in social life. If the 
family is now in a state of flux, such is the nature of resilient 
institutions; if it is beset by problems, so is life. The family will 
survive. 
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