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The Mommy Wars: Ambivalence, 
Ideological Work, and the Cultural 
Contradictions of Motherhood
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I have argued that all mothers ultimately share a recognition of the ideology of intensive 
mothering. At the same time, all mothers live in a society where child rearing is generally 
devalued and the primary emphasis is placed on profit, efficiency, and “getting ahead.” 
If you are a mother, both logics operate in your daily life.

But the story is even more complicated. Over half of American mothers participate 
directly in the labor market on a regular basis; the rest remain at least somewhat distant 
from that world as they spend most of their days in the home. One might therefore expect 
paid working mothers to be more committed to the ideology of competitively maximiz-
ing personal profit and stay-at-home mothers to be more committed to the ideology of 
intensive mothering. As it turns out, however, this is not precisely the way it works.

Modern-day mothers are facing two socially constructed cultural images of what 
a good mother looks like. Neither, however, includes the vision of a cold, calculating 
businesswoman—that title is reserved for childless career women. If you are a good 
mother, you must be an intensive one. The only “choice” involved is whether you add the 
role of paid working woman. The options, then, are as follows. On the one side there is 
the portrait of the “traditional mother” who stays at home with the kids and dedicates 
her energy to the happiness of her family. This mother cheerfully studies the latest issue 
of Family Circle, places flowers in every room, and has dinner waiting when her husband 
comes home. This mother, when she’s not cleaning, cooking, sewing, shopping, doing 
the laundry, or comforting her mate, is focused on attending to the children and ensuring 
their proper development. On the other side is the image of the successful “supermom.” 
Effortlessly juggling home and work, this mother can push a stroller with one hand and 
carry a briefcase in the other. She is always properly coiffed, her nylons have no runs, her 
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58 Part I • The Changing Family

suits are freshly pressed, and her home has seen the white tornado. Her children are im-
maculate and well mannered but not passive, with a strong spirit and high self-esteem.1

Although both the traditional mom and the supermom are generally considered 
socially acceptable, their coexistence represents a serious cultural ambivalence about how 
mothers should behave. This ambivalence comes out in the widely available indictments 
of the failings of both groups of women. Note, for instance, the way Mecca, a welfare 
mother, describes these two choices and their culturally provided critiques:

The way my family was brought up was, like, you marry a man, he’s the head of the house, 
he’s the provider, and you’re the wife, you’re the provider in the house. Now these days 
it’s not that way. Now the people that stay home are classified, quote, “lazy people,” we 
don’t “like” to work. 

I’ve seen a lot of things on TV about working mothers and nonworking mothers. 
People who stay home attack the other mothers ’cause they’re, like, bad mothers because 
they left the kids behind and go to work. And, the other ones aren’t working because we’re 
lazy. But it’s not lazy. It’s the lifestyle in the 1990s it’s, like, too much. It’s a demanding 
world for mothers with kids. 

The picture Mecca has seen on television, a picture of these two images attacking each 
other with ideological swords, is not an uncommon one.

It is this cultural ambivalence and the so-called choice between these paths that is 
the basis for what Darnton (1990) has dubbed the “mommy wars.”2 Both stay-at-home 
and paid working mothers, it is argued, are angry and defensive; neither group respects 
the other. Both make use of available cultural indictments to condemn the opposing 
group. Supermoms, according to this portrait, regularly describe stay-at-home mothers 
as lazy and boring, while traditional moms regularly accuse employed mothers of selfishly 
neglecting their children.

My interviews suggest, however, that this portrait of the mommy wars is both ex-
aggerated and superficial. In fact, the majority of mothers I spoke with expressed respect 
for one another’s need or right to choose whether to go out to work or stay at home with 
the kids. And, as I have argued, they also share a whole set of similar concerns regarding 
appropriate child rearing. These mothers have not formally enlisted in this war. Yet the 
rhetoric of the mommy wars draws them in as it persists in mainstream American cul-
ture, a culture that is unwilling, for various significant reasons, to unequivocally embrace 
either vision of motherhood, just as it remains unwilling to embrace wholeheartedly the 
childless career woman.3 Thus, the charges of being lazy and bored, on the one hand, 
or selfish and money-grubbing, on the other, are made available for use by individual 
mothers and others should the need arise.

What this creates is a no-win situation for women of child-bearing years. If a woman 
voluntarily remains childless, some will say that she is cold, heartless, and unfulfilled as a 
woman. If she is a mother who works too hard at her job or career, some will accuse her 
of neglecting the kids. If she does not work hard enough, some will surely place her on 
the “mommy track” and her career advancement will be permanently slowed by the claim 
that her commitment to her children interferes with her workplace efficiency (Schwartz 
1989). And if she stays at home with her children, some will call her unproductive and 
useless. A woman, in other words, can never fully do it right.
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At the same time that these cultural images portray all women as somehow less than 
adequate, they also lead many mothers to feel somehow less than adequate in their daily 
lives. The stay-at-home mother is supposed to be happy and fulfilled, but how can she 
be when she hears so often that she is mindless and bored? The supermom is supposed 
to be able to juggle her two roles without missing a beat, but how can she do either job 
as well as she is expected if she is told she must dedicate her all in both directions? In 
these circumstances, it is not surprising that many supermoms feel guilty about their in-
ability to carry out both roles to their fullest, while many traditional moms feel isolated 
and invisible to the larger world.

Given this scenario, both stay-at-home and employed mothers end up spending a 
good deal of time attempting to make sense of their current positions. Paid working moth-
ers, for instance, are likely to argue that there are lots of good reasons for mothers to work 
in the paid labor force; stay-at-home mothers are likely to argue that there are lots of 
good reasons for mothers to stay at home with their children. These arguments are best 
understood not as (mere) rationalizations or (absolute) truths but rather as socially neces-
sary “ideological work.” Berger (1981) uses this notion to describe the way that all people 
make use of available ideologies in their “attempt to cope with the relationship between 
the ideas they bring to a social context and the practical pressures of day-to-day living in it” 
(15). People, in other words, select among the cultural logics at their disposal in order to 
develop some correspondence between what they believe and what they actually do.4 For 
mothers, just like others, ideological work is simply a means of maintaining their sanity.

The ideological work of mothers, as I will show, follows neither a simple nor a 
straightforward course. First, as I have pointed out, both groups face two contradic-
tory cultural images of appropriate mothering. Their ideological work, then, includes 
a recog nition and response to both portraits. This duality is evident in the fact that the 
logic the traditional mother uses to affirm her position matches the logic that the super-
mom uses to express ambivalence about her situation, and the logic that the employed 
mother uses to affirm her position is the same logic that the stay-at-home mother uses 
to express ambivalence about hers. Their strategies, in other words, are mirror images, 
but they are also incomplete—both groups are left with some ambivalence. Thus, al-
though the two culturally provided images of mothering help mothers to make sense of 
their own positions, they simultaneously sap the strength of mothers by making them 
feel inadequate in one way or the other. It is in coping with these feelings of inadequacy 
that their respective ideological strategies take an interesting turn. Rather than taking 
divergent paths, as one might expect, both groups attempt to resolve their feelings of 
inadequacy by returning to the logic of the ideology of intensive mothering.

THE FRUMPY HOUSEWIFE AND THE PUSH 
TOWARD THE OUTSIDE WORLD

Some employed mothers say that they go out to work for pay because they need the in-
come.5 But the overwhelming majority also say that they want to work outside the home. 
First, there’s the problem of staying inside all day: “I decided once I started working that 
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I need that. I need to work. Because I’ll become like this big huge hermit frumpy person 
if  I stay home.” Turning into a “big huge hermit frumpy person” is connected to the feel-
ing of being confined to the home. Many women have had that experience at one time 
or another and do not want to repeat it:

When I did stay home with him, up until the time when he was ten months old, I wouldn’t 
go out of the house for three days at a time. Ya know, I get to where I don’t want to get 
dressed, I don’t care if I take a shower. It’s like, what for? I’m not going anywhere.

Not getting dressed and not going anywhere are also tied to the problem of not having 
a chance to interact with other adults:

I remember thinking, “I don’t even get out of my robe. And I’ve gotta stay home and 
breast-feed and the only adult I hear is on Good Morning America—and he’s not even live!” 
And that was just for a couple of months. I don’t even know what it would be like for a 
couple of years. I think it would be really difficult.

Interacting with adults, for many paid working mothers, means getting a break from the 
world of children and having an opportunity to use their minds:

When I first started looking for a job, I thought we needed a second income. But then 
when I started working it was like, this is great! I do have a mind that’s not Sesame Street! 
And I just love talking with people. It’s just fun, and it’s a break. It’s tough, but I enjoyed 
it; it was a break from being with the kids.

If you don’t get a break from the kids, if you don’t get out of the house, if you don’t in-
teract with adults, and if you don’t have a chance to use your mind beyond the Sesame 
Street level, you might end up lacking the motivation to do much at all. This argument 
is implied by many mothers:

If  I was stuck at home all day, and I did do that ’cause I was waiting for day care, I stayed 
home for four months, and I went crazy, I couldn’t stand it. I mean not because I didn’t 
want to spend any time with her, but because we’d just sit here and she’d just cry all 
day and I couldn’t get anything done. I was at the end of the day exhausted, and feeling 
like shit.

Of course, it is exhausting to spend the day meeting the demands of children. But there’s 
also a not too deeply buried sense in all these arguments that getting outside the home 
and using one’s mind fulfill a longing to be part of the larger world and to be recognized 
by it. One mother made this point explicitly:

[ When you’re working outside the home] you’re doing something. You’re using your 
mind a little bit differently than just trying to figure out how to make your day work with 
your kid. It’s just challenging in a different way. So there’s part of me that wants to be, 
like, recognized. I think maybe that’s what work does, it gives you a little bit of a sense of 
recognition, that you don’t feel like you get [when you stay home].
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Most employed mothers, then, say that if they stay at home they’ll go stir-crazy, they’ll 
get bored, the demands of the kids will drive them nuts, they won’t have an opportunity 
to use their brains or interact with other adults, they’ll feel like they’re going nowhere, 
and they’ll lose their sense of identity in the larger world. And, for many of these moth-
ers, all these points are connected:

Well, I think [working outside is] positive, because I feel good about being able to do the 
things that I went to school for, and keep up with that, and use my brain. As they grow 
older, [the children are] going to get into things that they want to get into, they’re going 
to be out with their friends and stuff, and I don’t want to be in a situation where my 
whole life has been wrapped around the kids. That’s it. Just some outside interests so that 
I’m not so wrapped up in how shiny my floor is. [She laughs.] Just to kind of be out and 
be stimulated. Gosh, I don’t want this to get taken wrong, but I think I’d be a little bit 
bored. And the other thing I think of is, I kind of need a break, and when you’re staying 
at home it’s constant. It’s a lot harder when you don’t have family close by, [ because] you 
don’t get a break.

In short, paid working mothers feel a strong pull toward the outside world. They hear 
the world accusing stay-at-home moms of being mindless and unproductive and of lack-
ing an identity apart from their kids, and they experience this as at least partially true.

Stay-at-home mothers also worry that the world will perceive them as lazy and 
bored and watching television all day as children scream in their ears and tug at their 
sleeves. And sometimes this is the way they feel about themselves. In other words, the 
same image that provides working mothers with the reasons they should go out to work 
accounts for the ambivalence that stay-at-home mothers feel about staying at home.

A few stay-at-home mothers seem to feel absolutely secure in their position, but 
most do not.6 Many believe that they will seek paid work at some point, and almost all 
are made uncomfortable by the sense that the outside world does not value what they 
do. In all cases, their expressions of ambivalence about staying at home mimic the con-
cerns of employed mothers. For instance, some women who stay at home also worry 
about becoming frumpy: “I’m not this heavy. I’m, like, twenty-seven pounds overweight. 
It sounds very vain of me, in my situation. It’s like, I’m not used to being home all the 
time, I’m home twenty-four hours. I don’t have that balance in my life anymore.” And 
some stay-at-home mothers feel as if they are physically confined inside the home. This 
mother, for example, seems tired of meeting the children’s demands and feels that she is 
losing her sense of self:

There’s a hard thing of being at home all the time. You have a lot of stress, because you’re 
constantly in the house. I think having a job can relieve some of that stress and to make it 
a lot more enjoyable, to want to come home all the time. . . . My outings are [limited]. I’m 
excited when I have to go grocery shopping. Everything I pick is what they eat, everything 
they like, or what they should eat. Me, I’m just there. I’m there for them. I feel that I’m 
here for them.

Both of these stay-at-home mothers, like over one-third of the stay-at-home mothers in 
my sample, plan to go out to work as soon as they can find paid employment that offers 
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sufficient rewards to compensate (both financially and ideologically) for sending the kids 
to day care. Most of the remaining mothers are committed to staying at home with the 
children through what they understand as formative years. The following mother shares 
that commitment, while also echoing many paid working mothers in her hopes that one 
day she will have a chance to be around adults and further her own growth:

Well, we could do more, we’d have more money, but that’s really not the biggest reason 
I’d go back to work. I want to do things for myself, too. I want to go back and get my 
master’s [degree] or something. I need to grow, and be around adults, too. I don’t know 
when, but I think in the next two years I’ll go back to work. The formative years—their 
personality is going to develop until they’re about five. It’s pretty much set by then. So 
I think it’s pretty critical that you’re around them during those times.

One mother stated explicitly that she can hardly wait until the kids are through their 
formative years:

At least talking to grown-ups is a little more fulfilling than ordering the kids around 
all day. My life right now is just all theirs. Sometimes it’s a depressing thought because 
I think, “ Where am I? I want my life back.” . . . I mean, they are totally selfish. It’s like an 
ice cream. They just gobble that down and say, “Let me have the cinnamon roll now.”

. . . [ But] I had them, and I want them to be good people. So I’ve dedicated myself 
to them right now. Later on I get my life back. They won’t always be these little sponges. 
I don’t want any deficiency—well, nobody can cover all the loopholes—but I want to be 
comfortable in myself to know that I did everything that I could. It’s the least I can do to 
do the best I can by them.

Mothers, she seems to be saying, are like confections that the kids just gobble down—
and then they ask for more.

Thus, many stay-at-home moms experience the exhaustion of meeting the demands 
of children all day long, just as employed mothers fear they might. And many stay- at-
home mothers also experience a loss of self. Part of the reason they feel like they are los-
ing their identity is that they know the outside world does not recognize a mother’s work 
as valuable. This woman, committed to staying at home until her youngest is at least 
three years old, explains:

You go through a period where you feel like you’ve lost all your marbles. Boy, you’re not 
as smart as you used to be, and as sharp as you used to be, and not as respected as you used 
to be. And those things are really hard to swallow. But that’s something I’ve discussed with 
other mothers who are willing to stay home with their kids, and we’ve formed a support 
group where we’ve said, “Boy, those people just don’t know what they’re talking about.” 
We’re like a support group for each other, which you have to have if you’ve decided to 
stay at home, because you have so many people almost pushing you to work, or asking 
“ Why don’t you work?” You’re not somehow as good as anybody else ’cause you’re staying 
at home; what you’re doing isn’t important. We have a lot of that in this society.

Another mother, this one determined to stay at home with her kids over the long haul, 
provides a concrete example of the subtle and not-so-subtle ways in which society pushes 
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mothers to participate in the paid labor force, and of the discomfort such mothers experi-
ence as a result:

As a matter of fact, somebody said to me ( I guess it was a principal from one of the 
schools) . . . “ Well, what do you do? Do you have a job?” And it was just very funny to me 
that he was so uncomfortable trying to ask me what it was in our society that I did. I guess 
that they just assume that if you’re a mom at home that it means nothing. I don’t know, 
I just don’t consider it that way. But it’s kind of funny, worrying about what you’re gonna 
say at a dinner party about what you do.

And it’s not just that these mothers worry about being able to impress school principals 
and people at cocktail parties, of course. The following mother worries about being “in-
teresting” to other women who do not have children:

I find myself, now that I’m not working, not to have as much in common [with other 
women who don’t have children]. We don’t talk that much because I don’t have that much 
to talk about. Like I feel I’m not an interesting person anymore.

In short, the world presents, and mothers experience, the image of the lazy, mind-
less, dull housewife—and no mother wants to be included in that image.

THE TIME-CRUNCHED CAREER WOMAN 
AND THE PULL TOWARD HOME

Stay-at-home mothers use a number of strategies to support their position and combat 
the image of the frumpy housewife. Many moms who are committed to staying at home 
with their kids often become part of formal or informal support groups, providing them 
an opportunity to interact with other mothers who have made the same commitment. 
Others, if they can afford the cost of transportation and child care, engage in a variety of 
outside activities—as volunteers for churches, temples, and community groups, for in-
stance, or in regular leisure activities and exercise programs. They then have a chance to 
communicate with other adults and to experience themselves as part of a larger social 
world (though one in which children generally occupy a central role).

But the primary way that stay-at-home mothers cope with their ambivalence is 
through ideological work. Like paid working mothers, they make a list of all the good 
reasons they do what they do. In this case, that list includes confirming their commitment 
to good mothering, emphasizing the importance of putting their children’s needs ahead 
of their own, and telling stories about the problems that families, and especially children, 
experience when mothers go out to work for pay.

Many stay-at-home mothers argue that kids require guidance and should have 
those cookies cooling on the kitchen counter when they come home from school:

The kids are the ones that suffer. The kids need guidance and stuff. And with two parents 
working, sometimes there isn’t even a parent home when they come home from school. 
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And that’s one thing that got me too. I want to be home and I want to have cookies on 
the stove when they come home from school. Now we eat meals together all the time. It’s 
more of a homey atmosphere. It’s more of a home atmosphere.

Providing this homey atmosphere is difficult to do if one works elsewhere all day. And 
providing some period of so-called quality time in the evening, these mothers tell me, is 
not an adequate substitute. One mother elaborates on this point in response to a ques-
tion about how she would feel if she was working outside the home:

Oh, guilty as anything. I know what I’m like after dinner, and I’m not at my best. And 
neither are my kids. And if that’s all the time I had with them, it wouldn’t be, quote, “qual-
ity time.” I think it’s a bunch of b.s. about quality time.

And quality time, even if it is of high quality, cannot make up for children’s lack of a 
quantity of time with their mothers. This argument is often voiced in connection with 
the problem of paid caregiver arrangements. Most mothers, whether they work for pay 
or not, are concerned about the quality of day care, but stay-at-home mothers often use 
this concern to explain their commitment to staying at home. This mother, for example, 
argues that children who are shuffled off to a series of day-care providers simply will not 
get the love they need:

I mean, if I’m going to have children I want to raise them. I feel really strongly about that. 
Really strongly. I wish more people did that. Myself, I think it’s very underestimated the 
role the mother plays with the child. I really do. From zero to three [ years], it’s like their 
whole self-image. [ Yet, working mothers will say,] “ Well, okay, I’ve got a caretaker now,” 
“ Well, that nanny didn’t work out.” So by the time the children are three years old they’ve 
had four or five people who have supposedly said “I’ll love you forever,” and they’re gone. 
I think that’s really tough on the kids.7

Since paid caregivers lack that deep and long-lasting love, I’m told, they won’t ever be as 
committed to ministering to the child’s needs as a mom will:

I don’t think anybody can give to children what a mother can give to her own children. 
I think there’s a level of willingness to put up with hard days, crying days, cranky days, 
whining days, that most mothers are going to be able to tolerate just a little bit more than 
a caretaker would. I think there’s more of a commitment of what a mother wants to give 
her children in terms of love, support, values, etcetera. A caretaker isn’t going to feel quite 
the same way.

Stay-at-home mothers imply that all these problems of kids who lack guidance, 
love, and support are connected to the problem of mothers who put their own interests 
ahead of the interests of their children. A few stay-at-home mothers will explicitly argue, 
as this one does, that employed mothers are allowing material and power interests to take 
priority over the well-being of their kids:

People are too interested in power, they just aren’t interested in what happens to their 
kids. You know, “Fine, put them in day care.” And I just feel sad. If you’re so interested in 
money or a career or whatever, then why have kids? Why bring them into it?
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Putting such interests ahead of one’s children is not only somehow immoral; it also pro-
duces children with real problems. The following mother, echoing many stories about 
“bad mothers” that we have heard before, had this to say about her sister:

My sister works full-time—she’s a lawyer. And her kids are the most obnoxious, whiny 
kids. I can’t stand it. They just hang on her. She thinks she’s doing okay by them because 
they’re in an expensive private school and they have expensive music lessons and they have 
expensive clothes and expensive toys and expensive cars and an expensive house. I don’t 
know. Time will tell, I guess. But I can’t believe they’re not going to have some insecuri-
ties. The thing that gets me is, they don’t need it. I mean, he’s a lawyer too. Basically, it’s 
like, “ Well, I like you guys, but I don’t really want to be there all day with you, and I don’t 
want to have to do the dirty work.”

These are serious indictments indeed.
It is just these sorts of concerns that leave paid working mothers feeling inad-

equate and ambivalent about their position. Many of them wonder at times if their lives 
or the lives of their children might actually be better if they stayed at home with the kids. 
Above all, many of them feel guilty and wonder, “Am I doing it right?” or “Have I done 
all I can do?” These are the mothers who, we’re told, have it all. It is impossible to have 
it all, however, when “all” includes two contradictory sets of requirements. To begin to 
get a deeper sense of how these supermoms do not always feel so super, two examples 
might be helpful.

Angela is a working-class mother who had expected to stay home with her son 
through his formative years. But after nine months she found herself bored, lonely, and 
eager to interact with other adults. She therefore went out and got a full-time job as 
a cashier. She begins by expressing her concern that she is not living up to the home-
making suggestions she reads in Parenting magazine, worrying that she may not be doing 
it right:

I get Parenting magazine and I read it. I do what is comfortable for me and what I can do. 
I’m not very creative. Where they have all these cooking ideas, and who has time to do 
that, except for a mother who stays home all day? Most of this is for a mother who has 
five, six hours to spend with her child doing this kind of thing. I don’t have time for that.

So then that’s when I go back to day care. And I know that she’s doing this kind of 
stuff with him, teaching him things. You know, a lot of the stuff that they have is on school-
ing kinds of things, flash cards, that kind of thing. Just things that I don’t do. That makes 
me feel bad. Then I think, “I should be doing this” and “Am I doing the right thing?” 
I know I have a lot of love for him.

Although she loves her son and believes that this is probably “the most important thing,” 
she also feels guilty that she may not be spending a sufficient amount of time with him, 
simply because she gets so tired:

I think sometimes that I feel like I don’t spend enough time with him and that’s my big-
gest [concern]. And when I am with him, sometimes I’m not really up to being with him. 
Even though I am with him, sometimes I want him to go away because I’ve been work-
ing all day and I’m exhausted. And I feel sometimes I’ll stick him in bed early because 
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I just don’t want to deal with him that day. And I feel really guilty because I don’t spend 
enough time with him as it is. When I do have the chance to spend time with him, I don’t 
want to spend time with him, because I’m so tired and I just want to be with myself and 
by myself.

Even though Angela likes her paid work and does not want to give it up, the problems of 
providing both a quantity of time and the idealized image of quality time with her child, 
just like the challenge of applying the creative cooking and child-rearing ideas she finds 
in Parenting magazine, haunt her and leave her feeling both inadequate and guilty.

Linda is a professional-class mother with a well-paying and challenging job that 
gives her a lot of satisfaction. She spent months searching for the right preschool for her 
son and is relieved that he is now in a place where the caregivers share her values. Still, 
she worries and wonders if life might be better if she had made different choices:

I have a friend. She’s a very good mom. She seems very patient, and I never heard her raise 
her voice. And she’s also not working. She gets to stay home with her children, which is 
another thing I admire. I guess I sort of envy that too. There never seems to be a time 
where we can just spend, like, playing a lot. I think that’s what really bothers me, that 
I don’t feel like I have the time to just sit down and, in a relaxing way, play with him. I can 
do it, but then I’m thinking “Okay, well I can do this for five minutes.” So that’s always in 
the back of my mind. Time, time, time. So I guess that’s the biggest thing.

And just like your question, “How many hours a day is he at preschool and how 
many hours do you spend per day as the primary caregiver?” just made me think, “Oh 
my gosh!” I mean they’re watching him grow up more than I am. They’re with him more 
than I am. And that makes me feel guilty in a way, and it makes me feel sad in a way. 
I mean I can just see him, slipping, just growing up before me. Maybe it’s that quality-
time stuff. I don’t spend a lot of time, and I don’t know if the time I do spend with him 
is quality.

[ But] if I just stay at home, I’ll kind of lose, I don’t know if I want to say my sense 
of identity, but I guess I’ll lose my career identity. I’m afraid of that I guess. . . . My friend 
who stays at home, she had a career before she had her children, but I forget what it was. 
So that whole part of her, I can’t even identify it now.

On the one hand, Linda envies and admires stay-at-home moms and worries about not 
spending enough quality time with her son, or enough play time. She is also upset that 
her day-care provider spends more hours with her son each day than she can. On the 
other hand, Linda worries that if she did stay at home she’d lose her identity as a pro-
fessional and a member of the larger society. “Time, time, time,” she says, there’s never 
enough time to do it all—or at least to do it all “right.”

The issue of time is a primary source of paid working mothers’ ambivalence about 
their double shift. Attempting to juggle two commitments at once is, of course, very dif-
ficult and stressful. This mother’s sense of how time pressures make her feel that she is 
always moving too fast would be recognizable to the majority of paid working mothers:

I can see when I get together with my sister [who doesn’t have a paid job] . . . that she’s 
so easygoing with the kids, and she takes her time, and when I’m with her, I realize how 
stressed out I am sometimes trying to get things done.
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And I notice how much faster I move when I shop. . . . She’s so relaxed, and I think 
I kind of envy that.

The problem of moving too fast when shopping is connected to the problem of moving 
too fast when raising children. Many paid working mothers envy those who can do such 
things at a more relaxed pace.

For a few employed mothers (two out of twenty in my sample) the problems of 
quality and quantity time outweigh the rewards of paid work, and they intend to leave 
their jobs as soon as they can afford to do so. This woman is one example:

I believe there’s a more cohesive family unit with maybe the mother staying at home. Be-
cause a woman tends to be a buffer, mediator, you name it. She pulls the family together. 
But if she’s working outside the home, sometimes there’s not that opportunity anymore 
for her to pull everyone together. She’s just as tired as the husband would be and, I don’t 
know, maybe the children are feeling like they’ve been not necessarily abandoned but, 
well, I’m sure they accept it, especially if that’s the only life they’ve seen. But my daughter 
has seen a change, even when I was only on maternity leave. I’ve seen a change in her and 
she seemed to just enjoy it and appreciate us as a family more than when I was working. 
So now she keeps telling me, “Mom, I miss you.”

When this mother hears her daughter say “I miss you,” she feels a tremendous pull to-
ward staying at home. And when she talks about the way a family needs a mother to bring 
its members together, she is pointing to an idealized image of the family that, like quality 
and quantity time, weighs heavily in the minds of many mothers.

The following paid working mother also wishes she could stay at home with the 
kids and wishes she could be just like the television mom of the 1950s who bakes cookies 
every afternoon. But she knows she has to continue working for financial reasons:

Yes. I want to be Donna Reed, definitely. Or maybe Beaver Cleaver’s mother, Jane Wyatt. 
Anybody in an apron and a pretty hairdo and a beautiful house. Yes. Getting out of the 
television set and making the most of reality is really what I have to do. Because I’ll always 
have to work.

But the majority of paid working mothers, as I have stated, not only feel they need 
to work for financial reasons but also want to work, as Angela and Linda do. Nonetheless, 
their concerns about the effects of the double shift on their children match the concerns 
of those employed moms who wish they could stay at home as well as mimicking those 
of mothers who actually do stay at home. This mother, for instance, loves her paid work 
and does not want to give it up, but she does feel guilty, wondering if she’s depriving her 
kids of the love and stimulation they need, particularly since she does not earn enough 
to justify the time she spends away:

Honestly, I don’t make that much money. So that in itself brings a little bit of guilt, ’cause 
I know I work even though we don’t have to. So there’s some guilt associated. If kids are 
coming home to an empty house every day, they’re not getting the intellectual stimula-
tion [and] they’re not getting the love and nurturing that other mothers are able to give 
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their kids. So I think in the long run they’re missing out on a lot of the love and the 
nurturing and the caring.

And this mother does not want it to seem that she is putting her child second, but she 
feels pressure to live up to the image of a supermom:

I felt really torn between what I wanted to do. Like a gut-wrenching decision. Like, what’s 
more important? Of course your kids are important, but you know, there’s so many outside 
pressures for women to work. Every ad you see in magazines or on television shows this 
working woman who’s coming home with a briefcase and the kids are all dressed and clean. 
It’s such a lie. I don’t know of anybody who lives like that.

There’s just a lot of pressure that you’re not a fulfilled woman if you’re not working 
outside of the home. But yet, it’s just a real hard choice.

This feeling of being torn by a gut-wrenching decision comes up frequently:

I’m constantly torn between what I feel I should be doing in my work and spending 
more time with them. . . . I think I would spend more time with them if I could. Some-
times I think it would be great not to work and be a mom and do that, and then I think, 
“ well?”

I think it’s hard. Because I think you do need to have contact with your kid. You 
can’t just see him in the morning and put him to bed at night because you work all day 
long. I think that’s a real problem. You need to give your child guidance. You can’t leave 
it to the schools. You can’t leave it to churches. You need to be there. So, in some ways 
I’m really torn.

The overriding issue for this mother is guidance; seeing the children in the morning and 
putting them to bed at night is just not enough.

This problem, of course, is related to the problem of leaving kids with a paid care-
giver all day. Paid working mothers do not like the idea of hearing their children cry 
when they leave them at day care any more than any other mother does. They are, as we 
have seen, just as concerned that their children will not get enough love, enough nur-
turing, enough of the right values, enough of the proper education, and enough of the 
right kind of discipline if they spend most of their time with a paid caregiver. To this list 
of concerns, paid working mothers add their feeling that when the kids are with a paid 
caregiver all day, it feels as if someone else is being the mother. One woman (who stayed 
at home until her son was two years old ) elaborates:

Well, I think it’s really sad that kids have to be at day care forty hours a week. Because 
basically the person who’s taking care of them is your day-care person. They’re pretty 
much being the mother. It’s really sad that this other person is raising your child, and it’s 
basically like having this other person adopting your child. It’s awful that we have to do that. 
I just think it’s a crime basically. I wish we didn’t have to do it. I wish everybody could stay 
home with their kids and have some kind of outlet. . . .

And I think having a career is really important, but I think when it comes time to 
have children, you can take that time off and spend it with your kid. Because you can’t go 
backwards, and time does fly with them. It’s so sad . . . I hear people say, “Oh, my day-care 
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lady said that so-and-so walked today or used a spoon or something.” I mean it’s just so 
devastating to hear that you didn’t get to see that.

Leaving one’s child with a paid caregiver for hours on end is therefore a potential prob-
lem not only because that “other mother” may not be a good mother but also because the 
real mother misses out on the joys that come from just being with the child and having 
a chance to watch him or her grow. This is a heart rending issue for many mothers who 
work outside the home.

Once again, the arguments used by stay-at-home mothers to affirm their com-
mitment to staying home are mimicked by the arguments paid working mothers use to 
express their ambivalence about the time they spend away from their children. And again, 
though the reasoning of these women is grounded in their experiences, it is also drawn 
from a widely available cultural rhetoric regarding the proper behavior of mothers.

THE CURIOUS COINCIDENCE OF 
PAID WORK AND THE IDEOLOGY 
OF INTENSIVE MOTHERING

Both paid working moms and stay-at-home moms, then, do the ideological work of 
making their respective lists of the reasons they should work for pay and the reasons 
they should stay at home. Yet both groups also continue to experience and express some 
ambivalence about their current positions, feeling pushed and pulled in two directions. 
One would assume that they would cope with their ambivalence by simply returning 
to their list of good reasons for doing what they do. And stay-at-home mothers do 
just that: they respond to the push toward work in the paid labor force by arguing that 
their kids need them to be at home. But, as I will demonstrate, working mothers do not 
use the mirror strategy. The vast majority of these women do not respond to the pull 
toward staying at home by arguing that kids are a pain in the neck and that paid work 
is more enjoyable. Instead, they respond by creating a new list of all the reasons that 
they are good mothers even though they work outside the home. In other words, the 
ideological work meant to resolve mothers’ ambivalence generally points in the direc-
tion of intensive mothering.

Most paid working mothers cope with the ambivalence by arguing that their par-
ticipation in the labor force is ultimately good for their kids. They make this point in 
a number of ways. For instance, one mother thinks that the example she provides may 
help to teach her kids the work ethic. Another says that with the “outside constraints” 
imposed by her work schedule, she’s “more organized and effective” as a mom.8 Yet 
another mother suggests that her second child takes just as much time and energy away 
from her first child as her career does:

I think the only negative effect [of my employment] is just [that] generally when I’m over-
stressed I don’t do as well as a mother. But work is only one of the things that gets me 
overstressed. In fact it probably stresses me less than some other things. I think I do feel 
guilty about working ’cause it takes time away from [my oldest daughter]. But it struck 

Ch-02.indd   69Ch-02.indd   69 7/8/2008   12:31:57 PM7/8/2008   12:31:57 PM



70 Part I • The Changing Family

me that it’s acceptable to have a second child that takes just as much time away from the 
other child. That I’m not supposed to feel guilty about. But in some ways this [ pointing to 
the infant she is holding] takes my time away from her more than my work does. Because 
this is constant.

More often, however, paid working mothers share a set of more standard explana-
tions for why their labor-force participation is actually what’s best for their kids. First, 
just as Rachel feels that her income provides for her daughter’s toys, clothing, outings, 
and education, and just as Jacqueline argues, “I have weeks when I don’t spend enough 
time with them and they suffer, but those are also the weeks I bring home the biggest 
paychecks,” many mothers point out that their paid work provides the financial resources 
necessary for the well-being of their children:

How am I supposed to send her to college without saving up? And also the money that 
I make from working helps pay for her toys, things that she needs, clothes. I never have to 
say, “Oh, I’m on a budget, I can’t go buy this pair of shoes.” I want the best for her.

Some mothers express a related concern—namely, what would happen to the family if 
they did not have paying jobs and their husbands should die or divorce them? One 
woman expressed it this way:

Well, my dad was a fireman, so I guess there was a little bit of fear, well, if anything hap-
pened to him, how are we gonna go on? And I always kind of wished that [my mother] 
had something to fall back on. I think that has a lot to do with why I continue to work 
after the kids. I’ve always just felt the need to have something to hold on to.

The second standard argument given by employed mothers is that paid caregiver 
arrangements can help to further children’s development. With respect to other people’s 
kids, I’m told, these arrangements can keep them from being smothered by their moth-
ers or can temporarily remove them from bad family situations. With reference to their 
own children, mothers emphasize that good day care provides kids with the opportunity 
to interact with adults, gives them access to “new experiences” and “different activities,” 
“encourages their independence,” and allows them to play with other kids—which is very 
important, especially now that neighborhoods no longer provide the sort of community 
life they once did:

They do say that kids in preschool these days are growing up a little more neurotic, but 
I don’t think that my daughter would have had a better life. In fact I think her life would 
have been a thousand times worse if I was a low-income mother who stayed home and 
she only got to play with the kids at the park. Because I think that preschool is really 
good for them. Maybe not a holding tank, but a nice preschool where they play nice games 
with them and they have the opportunity to play with the same kids over and over again. 
I think that’s really good for them. Back in the 1950s, everybody stayed home and there 
were kids all over the block to play with. It’s not that way now. The neighborhoods are 
deserted during the week.
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Third, several mothers tell me that the quality of the time they spend with their 
kids actually seems to increase when they have a chance to be away from them for a part 
of the day. Listen to these mothers:

When I’m with them too long I tend to lose my patience and start yelling at them. This 
way we both get out. And we’re glad to see each other when we come home.

If women were only allowed to work maybe ten to fifteen hours a week, they would ap-
preciate their kids more and they’d have more quality time with them, rather than having 
to always just scold them.

I think I have even less patience [when I stay home with the children], because it’s like, “Oh, 
is this all there is?” . . . Whereas when I go to work and come home, I’m glad to see him. 
You know, you hear people say that they’re better parents when they work because they 
spend more quality time, all those clichés, or whatever. For me that happens to be true.

And now when I come home from work (although I wish I could get off earlier from 
work), I think I’m a better mom. There you go! Because when I come home from work, 
I don’t have all day, just being with the kids. It’s just that when I’m working I feel like I’m 
competent, I’m a person!

Getting this break from the kids, a break that reinforces your feeling of competence 
and therefore results in more rewarding time with your children is closely connected to 
the final way paid working mothers commonly attempt to resolve their ambivalence. 
Their children’s happiness, they explain, is dependent upon their own happiness as moth-
ers. One hears this again and again: “Happy moms make happy children”; “If I’m happy 
in my work then I think I can be a better mom”; and “I have to be happy with myself in 
order to make the children happy.” One mother explains it this way:

In some ways working is good. It’s definitely got its positive side, because I get a break. 
I mean, now what I’m doing [working part-time] is perfect. I go to work. I have time to 
myself. I get to go to the bathroom when I need to go to the bathroom. I come home and 
I’m very happy to see my kids again. What’s good for the mother and makes the mother 
happy is definitely good for the kids.

In all these explanations for why their participation in the paid labor force is actu-
ally good for their kids, these mothers want to make it clear that they still consider chil-
dren their primary interest. They are definitely not placing a higher value on material 
success or power, they say. Nor are they putting their own interests above the interests 
of their children. They want the children to get all they need. But part of what children 
need, they argue, is financial security, the material goods required for proper develop-
ment, some time away from their mothers, more quality time when they are with their 
mothers, and mothers who are happy in what they do. In all of these statements, paid 
working mothers clearly recognize the ideology of intensive mothering and testify that 
they are committed to fulfilling its requirements.
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To underline the significance of this point, let me remind the reader that these paid 
working mothers use methods of child rearing that are just as child-centered, expert-
guided, emotionally absorbing, labor-intensive, and financially expensive as their stay-
at-home counterparts; they hold the child just as sacred, and they are just as likely to 
consider themselves as primarily responsible for the present and future well-being of 
their children. These are also the very same mothers who put a tremendous amount 
of time and energy into finding appropriate paid caregiver arrangements. Yet for all 
that they do to meet the needs of their children, they still express some ambivalence 
about working outside the home. And they still resolve this ambivalence by returning 
to the logic of intensive mothering and reminding the observer that ultimately they 
are most interested in what is best for their kids. This is striking.

CONTINUING CONTRADICTIONS

All this ideological work is a measure of the power of the pushes and pulls experienced 
by American mothers today. A woman can be a stay-at-home mother and claim to fol-
low tradition, but not without paying the price of being treated as an outsider in the 
larger public world of the market. Or a woman can be a paid worker who participates 
in that larger world, but she must then pay the price of an impossible double shift. In 
both cases, women are enjoined to maintain the logic of intensive mothering. These 
contradictory pressures mimic the contradictory logics operating in this society, and 
almost all mothers experience them. The complex strategies mothers use to cope with 
these contradictory logics highlight the emotional, cognitive, and physical toll they take 
on contemporary mothers.

As I have argued, these strategies also highlight something more. The ways moth-
ers explain their decisions to stay at home or work in the paid labor force, like the pushes 
and pulls they feel, run in opposite directions. Yet the ways they attempt to resolve the 
ambivalence they experience as a result of those decisions run in the same direction. 
Stay-at-home mothers, as I have shown, reaffirm their commitment to good mothering, 
and employed mothers maintain that they are good mothers even though they work. Paid 
working mothers do not, for instance, claim that child rearing is a relatively meaning-
less task, that personal profit is their primary goal, and that children are more efficiently 
raised in child-care centers. If you are a mother, in other words, although both the logic 
of the workplace and the logic of mothering operate in your life, the logic of intensive 
mothering has a stronger claim.

This phenomenon is particularly curious. The fact that there is no way for either 
type of mother to get it right would seem all the more reason to give up the logic of in-
tensive mothering, especially since both groups of mothers recognize that paid employ-
ment confers more status than motherhood in the larger world. Yet images of freshly 
baked cookies and Leave It to Beaver seem to haunt mothers more often than the house-
wives’ “problem that has no name” ( Friedan 1963), and far more often than the image 
of a corporate manager with a big office, a large staff, and lots of perks. Although these 
mothers do not want to be defined as “mere” housewives and do want to achieve recog-
nition in the outside world, most would also like to be there when the kids come home 
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from school. Mothers surely try to balance their own desires against the requirements of 
appropriate child rearing, but in the world of mothering, it is socially unacceptable for 
them (in word if not in deed) to place their own needs above the needs of their children. 
A good mother certainly would never simply put her child aside for her own convenience. 
And placing material wealth or power on a higher plane than the well-being of children 
is strictly forbidden. It is clear that the two groups come together in holding these values 
as primary, despite the social devaluation of mothering and despite the glorification of 
wealth and power.

The portrait of the mommy wars, then, is overdrawn. Although the ideological strat-
egies these groups use to explain their choice of home or paid work include an implicit 
critique of those “on the other side,” this is almost always qualified, and both groups, at 
least at times, discuss their envy or admiration for the others. More important, as should 
now be abundantly clear, both groups ultimately share the same set of beliefs and the 
same set of concerns. Over half the women in my sample explicitly state that the choice 
between home and paid work depends on the individual woman, her interests, desires, 
and circumstances. Nearly all the rest argue that home is more important than paid work 
because children are simply more important than careers or the pursuit of financial gain. 
The paid working women in my sample were actually twice as likely as their stay-at-home 
counterparts to respond that home and children are more important and rewarding than 
paid work.9 Ideologically speaking, at least, home and children actually seem to become 
more important to a mother the more time she spends away from them.

There are significant differences among mothers—ranging from individual differ-
ences to more systematic differences of class, race, and employment. But in the present 
context, what is most significant is the commitment to the ideology of intensive mother-
ing that women share in spite of their differences. In this, the cultural contradictions of 
motherhood persist.

The case of paid working mothers is particularly important in this regard, since 
these are the very mothers who, arguably, have the most to gain from redefining mother-
hood in such a way as to lighten their load on the second shift. As we have seen, how-
ever, this is not exactly what they do. It is true, as Gerson (1985) argues, that there are 
ways in which paid working mothers do redefine motherhood and lighten their load—for 
instance, by sending their kids to day care, spending less time with them than their stay-
at-home counterparts, legitimating their paid labor-force participation, and engaging 
in any number of practical strategies to make child-rearing tasks less energy- and time-
consuming.10 But, as I have argued, this does not mean that these mothers have given up 
the ideology of intensive mothering. Rather, it means that, whether or not they actually 
do, they feel they should spend a good deal of time looking for appropriate paid caregiv-
ers, trying to make up for the lack of quantity time by focusing their energy on providing 
quality time, and remaining attentive to the central tenets of the ideology of intensive 
child rearing. It also means that many are left feeling pressed for time, a little guilty, a bit 
inadequate, and somewhat ambivalent about their position. These stresses and the strain 
toward compensatory strategies should actually be taken as a measure of the persistent 
strength of the ideology of intensive mothering.

To deepen the sense of paradox further, one final point should be repeated. There 
are reasons to expect middle-class mothers to be in the vanguard of transforming ideas 
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about child rearing away from an intensive model. First, middle-class women were his-
torically in the vanguard of transforming child-rearing ideologies. Second, while many 
poor and working-class women have had to carry a double shift of wage labor and do-
mestic chores for generations, middle-class mothers have had little practice, historically 
speaking, in juggling paid work and home and therefore might be eager to avoid it. 
Finally, one could argue that employed mothers in the middle class have more to gain 
from reconstructing ideas about appropriate child rearing than any other group—not 
only because their higher salaries mean that more money is at stake, but also because 
intensive mothering potentially interferes with their career trajectories in a more dam-
aging way than is true of less high-status occupations. But, as I have suggested, middle-
class women are, in some respects, those who go about the task of child rearing with the 
greatest intensity.

When women’s increasing participation in the labor force, the cultural ambivalence 
regarding paid working and stay-at-home mothers, the particular intensity of middle-
class mothering, and the demanding character of the cultural model of appropriate child 
rearing are taken together, it becomes clear that the cultural contradictions of mother-
hood have been deepened rather than resolved. The history of child-rearing ideas dem-
onstrates that the more powerful the logic of the rationalized market became, so too did 
its ideological opposition in the logic of intensive mothering. The words of contempo-
rary mothers demonstrate that this trend persists in the day-to-day lives of women.

Notes
 1. It seems to me that the popular-culture images of both the traditional mother and the supermom 

tend to be portraits of professional-class women; the life-styles of working-class and poor women 
are virtually ignored. Hochschild (1989) does a particularly nice job of describing the image of 
a professional-class supermom, an image that our society pastes on billboards and covers in 
full-page ads in popular magazines: “She has that working-mother look as she strides forward, 
briefcase in one hand, smiling child in the other. Literally and figuratively, she is moving ahead. 
Her hair, if long, tosses behind her; if it is short, it sweeps back at the sides, suggesting mobility 
and progress. There is nothing shy or passive about her. She is confident, active, ‘liberated.’ She 
wears a dark tailored suit, but with a silk bow or colorful frill that says, ‘I’m really feminine under-
neath.’ She has made it in a man’s world without sacrificing her femininity. And she has done this 
on her own. By some personal miracle, this image suggests, she has managed to combine what 
150 years of industrialization have split wide apart—child and job, frill and suit, female culture and 
male” (1).

 2. Women’s decisions to remain childless or to become stay-at-home mothers or paid working 
mothers are based in social-structural circumstances. Kathleen Gerson’s Hard Choices: How Women 
Decide about Work, Career, and Motherhood (1985) focuses precisely on this issue.

 3. For discussions of this war in its various forms, see, for instance, Berger and Berger (1983); Ger-
son (1985); Ginsburg (1989); Hunter (1991, 1994); Klatch (1987); and Luker (1984).

 4. The fact that people use ideological work to come to terms with their social circumstances does 
not mean that people’s ideas are purely the result of their social position. An individual’s ideas may 
well be the reason he or she came to that position in the first place. There is, as Berger points 
out, a dialectical relationship between ideas and circumstances. And neither one’s ideas nor one’s 
position is a matter of completely “free” or individual choice. Both are socially shaped.

 5. A full half of the paid working women in my sample were employed only part-time. Nationally, 
approximately 33 percent of the married mothers employed in 1992 worked part-time; the re-
maining 67 percent worked full-time, that is, 35 hours or more per week ( Hayghe and Bianche 
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1994). When one adds to this reality the facts that a number of stay-at-home mothers engage in 
forms of temporary or hidden paid work (such as child care for others) and that all mothers tend 
to move in and out of the labor force over time, it becomes clear that there is actually a continuum 
rather than a sharp divide between the statuses of paid working mothers and stay-at-home moth-
ers. Nonetheless, the mothers in my sample systematically defined themselves as either paid work-
ing mothers or stay-at-home mothers and focused on the divide rather than on the continuum, as 
their arguments in this chapter make clear.

 6. Over one-third of the stay-at-home mothers I talked to planned to enter the paid labor force 
within the next five years, one-third were not sure if they would or not, and just under one-third 
felt sure that they would stay at home for at least another five years. These figures compare with 
the eighteen of twenty paid working mothers who planned to continue working outside the home; 
only two hoped they would at some point be able to stay at home with the kids.

 Two of the eighteen stay-at-home mothers in my sample wanted to stay home indefinitely. 
Here’s how one of them explained her position: “I don’t want to go to work. I enjoy being [at 
home]. I enjoy it. I don’t mind if somebody would call me a housewife or a homemaker. It doesn’t 
bother me. I’m not a feminist. There’s no need for me to be out there. For the amount of money 
I made, it’s not worth it.” Her concluding remark is, of course, telling. But poorly paid jobs are 
not the only reason that mothers want to stay home. . . . It should also be recognized that many 
women want to work outside the home even if their jobs pay poorly.

 7. This can be hard on a mother too. For instance: “[My friend] was working full-time, and she came 
to the baby-sitter’s, and her daughter was just kind of clinging to the baby-sitter and wouldn’t 
come to her. And that was it for her. She quit her job.”

 8. This same argument is also found in popular-press pieces such as “The Managerial Mother” 
 (Schneider 1987). Since the time of these interviews a number of the middle-class employed 
mothers I know (nearly all of whom are academics) have made this same argument: that they are 
more “organized, efficient, and effective” as moms because their paid work trains them to develop 
those skills, just as their double shift forces them to be organized, efficient, and effective all the 
time. In fact, many of these mothers argue that the professionalism they learn as working women 
explains their intensive mothering. The problem with this explanation is that the ideology of 
intensive motherhood, as I have shown, is not confined to middle-class, paid-working mothers. 
Many other women argue that it is mothering itself that teaches them to be more organized, ef-
ficient, and effective as mothers and as workers.

  But there is some truth in what my paid professional women friends say. Although intensive 
mothering has a much broader social basis, there are reasons why middle-class mothers on the one 
side, and paid working women on the other, are, in some respects, more intensive in their mother-
ing. It makes sense that women who are both middle-class and paid professionals add to this an 
overlay of training in organization and focused commitment to their assigned tasks. But this only 
explains differences in degree; it does not explain the larger social grounding for the ideology of 
intensive mothering.

 9. My sample is too small to make any definitive comment on this, but the numbers are as follows: 
half of the paid working mothers in my study say that children and home are more important 
for a woman than work, whereas only one-quarter of the stay-at-home mothers respond in this 
way (with the remainder providing the “it depends” response). And, it is interesting to note, 
 professional-class and affluent paid-working mothers are the group most likely to say that home 
and children are more important and rewarding than careers; nearly three-quarters of them re-
spond this way.

10. While the historical increase in the use of day-care facilities and alternative caregivers might be 
seen as an attempt to lessen the cultural contradictions of motherhood, it should be recognized 
that, historically speaking, mothers rarely did the job of raising children alone: rural families often 
had live-in help and relied on older siblings to take care of the younger ones; working-class women 
in urban areas also relied on older children as well as on friends and neighbors; and many upper-
class women depended upon servants, nannies, and nursemaids. Although there does seem to have 
been a period during the 1950s and 1960s when families were less able to obtain and less likely to 
use help in raising children, today’s alternatives to exclusively maternal care are probably in large 
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measure a simple substitute for the help that was previously available. Furthermore, it is impor-
tant to note that the expectations for the task are much higher today than they once were, that 
 mothers must therefore expend much time and energy seeking out and assuring the maintenance 
of the proper day-care situation, and that the use of day care coexists with increased expectations 
for mothers to make up for the hours their children spend under the care of others.
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R E A D I N G  6

Decline of the Family: Conservative, 
Liberal, and Feminist Views
Janet Z. Giele

In the 1990s the state of American families and children became a new and urgent topic. 
Everyone recognized that families had changed. Divorce rates had risen dramatically. 
More women were in the labor force. Evidence on rising teenage suicides, high rates of 
teen births, and disturbing levels of addiction and violence had put children at risk.

Conservatives have held that these problems can be traced to a culture of tol-
eration and an expanding welfare state that undercut self-reliance and community 
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standards. They focus on the family as a caregiving institution and try to restore its 
strengths by changing the culture of marriage and parenthood. Liberals center on the 
disappearance of manual jobs that throws less educated men out of work and under-
cuts their status in the family as well as rising hours of work among the middle class 
that makes stable two-parent families more difficult to maintain. Liberals argue that 
structural changes are needed outside the family in the public world of employment 
and schools.

The feminist vision combines both the reality of human interdependence in the 
family and individualism of the workplace. Feminists want to protect diverse family forms 
that allow realization of freedom and equality while at the same time nurturing the chil-
dren of the next generation.

THE CONSERVATIVE EXPLANATION: 
SELFISHNESS AND MORAL DECLINE

The new family advocates turn their spotlight on the breakdown in the two-parent fam-
ily, saying that rising divorce, illegitimacy, and father absence have put children at greater 
risk of school failure, unemployment, and antisocial behavior. The remedy is to restore 
religious faith and family commitment as well as to cut welfare payments to unwed moth-
ers and mother-headed families.

Conservative Model
Cultural  Family breakdown, Father absence, 
and moral  divorce, school failure, poverty, 
weakening family decline crime, drug use

Cultural and Moral Weakening
To many conservatives, the modern secularization of religious practice and the decline of 
religious affiliation have undermined the norms of sexual abstinence before marriage and 
the prohibitions of adultery or divorce thereafter. Sanctions against illegitimacy or divorce 
have been made to seem narrow-minded and prejudiced. In addition, daytime television 
and the infamous example of Murphy Brown, a single mother having a child out of wed-
lock, helped to obscure simple notions of right and wrong. Barbara Dafoe Whitehead’s 
controversial article in the Atlantic entitled “Dan Quayle Was Right” is an example of 
this argument.1

Gradual changes in marriage law have also diminished the hold of tradition. Re-
strictions against waiting periods, race dissimilarity, and varying degrees of consanguin-
ity were gradually disappearing all over the United States and Europe.2 While Mary Ann 
Glendon viewed the change cautiously but relativistically—as a process that waxed and 
waned across the centuries—others have interpreted these changes as a movement from 
status to contract (i.e., from attention to the particular individual’s characteristics to reli-
ance on the impersonal considerations of the market place).3 The resulting transformation 
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lessened the family’s distinctive capacity to serve as a bastion of private freedom against 
the leveling effect and impersonality of public bureaucracy.

Erosion of the Two-Parent Family
To conservatives, one of the most visible causes of family erosion was government wel-
fare payments, which made fatherless families a viable option. In Losing Ground, Charles 
Murray used the rise in teenage illegitimate births as proof that government-sponsored 
welfare programs had actually contributed to the breakdown of marriage.4 Statistics 
on rising divorce and mother-headed families appeared to provide ample proof that 
the  two-parent family was under siege. The proportion of all households headed by 
married cou ples fell from 77 percent in 1950 to 61 percent in 1980 and 55 percent in 
1993.5 Rising cohabitation, divorce rates, and births out of wedlock all contributed to the 
trend. The rise in single-person households was also significant, from only 12 percent 
of all households in 1950 to 27 percent in 1980, a trend fed by rising affluence and the 
undoubling of living arrangements that occurred with the expansion of the housing sup-
ply after World War II.6

The growth of single-parent households, however, was the most worrisome to pol-
icymakers because of their strong links to child poverty. In 1988, 50 percent of all children 
were found in mother-only families compared with 20 percent in 1950. The parental situ-
ation of children in poverty changed accordingly. Of all poor children in 1959, 73 percent 
had two parents present and 20 percent had a mother only. By 1988, only 35 percent of 
children in poverty lived with two parents and 57 percent lived with a mother only. These 
developments were fed by rising rates of divorce and out-of-wedlock births. Between 
1940 and 1990, the divorce rate rose from 8.8 to 21 per thousand married women. Out-
of-wedlock births exploded from 5 percent in 1960 to 26 percent in 1990.7

To explain these changes, conservatives emphasize the breakdown of individual and 
cultural commitment to marriage and the loss of stigma for divorce and illegitimacy. 
They understand both trends to be the result of greater emphasis on short-term gratifi-
cation and on adults’ personal desires rather than on what is good for children. A young 
woman brings a child into the world without thinking about who will support it. A hus-
band divorces his wife and forms another household, possibly with other children, and 
leaves children of the earlier family behind without necessarily feeling obliged to be 
present in their upbringing or to provide them with financial support.

Negative Consequences for Children
To cultural conservatives there appears to be a strong connection between erosion of the 
two-parent family and the rise of health and social problems in children. Parental in-
vestment in children has declined—especially in the time available for supervision and 
companionship. Parents had roughly 10 fewer hours per week for their children in 1986 
than in 1960, largely because more married women were employed (up from 24 percent 
in 1940 to 52 percent in 1983) and more mothers of young children (under age six) were 
working (up from 12 percent in 1940 to 50 percent in 1983). By the late 1980s just over 
half of mothers of children under a year old were in the labor force for at least part of 
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the year.8 At the same time fathers were increasingly absent from the family because of 
desertion, divorce, or failure to marry. In 1980, 15 percent of white children, 50 percent 
of black children, and 27 percent of children of Hispanic origin had no father present. 
Today 36 percent of children are living apart from their biological fathers compared with 
only 17 percent in 1960.9

Without a parent to supervise children after school, keep them from watching tele-
vision all day, or prevent them from playing in dangerous neighborhoods, many more 
children appear to be falling by the wayside, victims of drugs, obesity, violence, suicide, 
or failure in school. During the 1960s and 1970s the suicide rate for persons aged fifteen 
to nineteen more than doubled. The proportion of obese children between the ages of 
six and eleven rose from 18 to 27 percent. Average SAT scores fell, and 25 percent of all 
high school students failed to graduate.10 In 1995 the Council on Families in America re-
ported, “Recent surveys have found that children from broken homes, when they become 
teenagers, have 2 to 3 times more behavioral and psychological problems than do chil-
dren from intact homes.”11 Father absence is blamed by the fatherhood movement for 
the rise in violence among young males. David Blankenhorn and others reason that the 
lack of a positive and productive male role model has contributed to an uncertain mascu-
line identity which then uses violence and aggression to prove itself. Every child deserves 
a father and “in a good society, men prove their masculinity not by killing other people, 
impregnating lots of women, or amassing large fortunes, but rather by being committed 
fathers and loving husbands.”12

Psychologist David Elkind, in The Hurried Child, suggests that parents’ work and 
time constraints have pushed down the developmental timetable to younger ages so that 
small children are being expected to take care of themselves and perform at levels which 
are robbing them of their childhood. The consequences are depression, discouragement, 
and a loss of joy at learning and growing into maturity.13

Reinvention of Marriage
According to the conservative analysis, the solution to a breakdown in family values is to 
revitalize and reinstitutionalize marriage. The culture should change to give higher pri-
ority to marriage and parenting. The legal code should favor marriage and encourage pa-
rental responsibility on the part of fathers as well as mothers. Government should cut back 
welfare programs which have supported alternate family forms.

The cultural approach to revitalizing marriage is to raise the overall priority given to 
family activities relative to work, material consumption, or leisure. Marriage is seen as the 
basic building block of civil society, which helps to hold together the fabric of volunteer 
activity and mutual support that underpins any democratic society.14 Some advocates 
are unapologetically judgmental toward families who fall outside the two-parent mold. 
According to a 1995 Newsweek article on “The Return of Shame,” David Blankenhorn 
believes “a stronger sense of shame about illegitimacy and divorce would do more than 
any tax cut or any new governmental program to maximize the life circumstances of chil-
dren.” But he also adds that the ultimate goal is “to move beyond stigmatizing only teen-
age mothers toward an understanding of the terrible message sent by all of us when we 
minimize the importance of fathers or contribute to the breakup of families.”15
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Another means to marriage and family revitalization is some form of taking a 
“pledge.” Prevention programs for teenage pregnancy affirm the ideal of chastity before 
marriage. Athletes for Abstinence, an organization founded by a professional basketball 
player, preaches that young people should “save sex for marriage.” A Baptist-led national 
program called True Love Waits has gathered an abstinence pledge from hundreds of 
thousands of teenagers since it was begun in the spring of 1993. More than 2,000 school 
districts now offer an abstinence-based sex education curriculum entitled “Sex Respect.” 
Parents who are desperate about their children’s sexual behavior are at last seeing ways 
that society can resist the continued sexualization of childhood.16

The new fatherhood movement encourages fathers to promise that they will spend 
more time with their children. The National Fatherhood Initiative argues that men’s 
roles as fathers should not simply duplicate women’s roles as mothers but should teach 
those essential qualities which are perhaps uniquely conveyed by fathers—the ability to 
take risks, contain emotions, and be decisive. In addition, fathers fulfill a time-honored 
role of providing for children as well as teaching them.17

Full-time mothers have likewise formed support groups to reassure themselves that 
not having a job and being at home full-time for their children is an honorable choice, 
although it is typically undervalued and perhaps even scorned by dual-earner couples and 
women with careers. A 1994 Barron’s article claimed that young people in their twenties 
(“generation X”) were turning away from the two-paycheck family and scaling down 
their consumption so that young mothers could stay at home. Although Labor Depart-
ment statistics show no such trend but only a flattening of the upward rise of women’s 
employment, a variety of poll data does suggest that Americans would rather spend less 
time at work and more time with their families.18 Such groups as Mothers at Home (with 
15,000 members) and Mothers’ Home Business Network (with 6,000 members) are try-
ing to create a sea change that reverses the priority given to paid work outside the home 
relative to unpaid caregiving work inside the family.19

Conservatives see government cutbacks as one of the major strategies for strength-
ening marriage and restoring family values. In the words of Lawrence Mead, we have 
“taxed Peter to pay Paula.”20 According to a Wall Street Journal editorial, the “relinquish-
ment of personal responsibility” among people who bring children into the world with-
out any visible means of support is at the root of educational, health, and emotional 
problems of children from one-parent families, their higher accident and mortality rates, 
and rising crime.21

The new congressional solution is to cut back on the benefits to young men and 
women who “violate social convention by having children they cannot support.”22 Soci-
ologist Brigitte Berger notes that the increase in children and women on welfare coin-
cided with the explosion of federal child welfare programs—family planning, prenatal and 
postnatal care, child nutrition, child abuse prevention and treatment, child health and 
guidance, day care, Head Start, and Aid to Families with Dependent Children (AFDC), 
Medicaid, and Food Stamps. The solution is to turn back the debilitating culture of wel-
fare dependency by decentralizing the power of the federal government and restoring the 
role of intermediary community institutions such as the neighborhood and the church. 
The mechanism for change would be block grants to the states which would change 
the welfare culture from the ground up.23 Robert Rector of the American Heritage 
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Foundation explains that the states would use these funds for a wide variety of alternative 
programs to discourage illegitimate births and to care for children born out of wedlock, 
such as promoting adoption, closely supervised group homes for unmarried mothers and 
their children, and pregnancy prevention programs (except abortion).24

Government programs, however, are only one way to bring about cultural change. 
The Council on Families in America puts its hope in grassroots social movements to 
change the hearts and minds of religious and civil leaders, employers, human service pro-
fessionals, courts, and the media and entertainment industry. The Council enunciates 
four ideals: marital permanence, childbearing confined to marriage, every child’s right to 
have a father, and limitation of parents’ total work time (60 hours per week) to permit 
adequate time with their families.25 To restore the cultural ideal of the two-parent fam-
ily, they would make all other types of family life less attractive and more difficult.

ECONOMIC RESTRUCTURING: LIBERAL 
ANALYSIS OF FAMILY CHANGE

Liberals agree that there are serious problems in America’s social health and the condi-
tion of its children. But they pinpoint economic and structural changes that have placed 
new demands on the family without providing countervailing social supports. The econ-
omy has become ever more specialized with rapid technological change undercutting 
established occupations. More women have entered the labor force as their child-free 
years have increased due to a shorter childbearing period and longer lifespan. The fam-
ily has lost economic functions to the urban workplace and socialization functions to 
the school. What is left is the intimate relationship between the marital couple, which, 
unbuffered by the traditional economic division of labor between men and women, is 
subject to even higher demands for emotional fulfillment and is thus more vulnerable to 
breakdown when it falls short of those demands.

Liberal Model
Changing Changing Diverse effects
economic  family and poor v. productive
structure gender roles children

The current family crisis thus stems from structural more than cultural change—
changes in the economy, a pared-down nuclear family, and less parental time at home. 
Market forces have led to a new ethic of individual flexibility and autonomy. More dual-
earner couples and single-parent families have broadened the variety of family forms. 
More single-parent families and more working mothers have decreased the time available 
for parenting. Loss of the father’s income through separation and divorce has forced 
many women and children into poverty with inadequate health care, poor education, and 
inability to save for future economic needs. The solution that most liberals espouse is a 
government-sponsored safety net which will facilitate women’s employment, mute the ef-
fects of poverty, and help women and children to become economically secure.
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Recent Changes in the Labor Market
Liberals attribute the dramatic changes in the family to the intrusion of the money econ-
omy rather than cultural and moral decline. In a capitalist society individual behavior 
follows the market. Adam Smith’s “invisible hand” brings together buyers and sellers who 
maximize their satisfaction through an exchange of resources in the marketplace. Jobs are 
now with an employer, not with the family business or family farm as in preindustrial 
times. The cash economy has, in the words of Robert Bellah, “invaded” the diffuse per-
sonal relationships of trust between family and community members and transformed 
them into specific impersonal transactions. In an agricultural economy husbands and 
wives and parents and children were bound together in relationships of exchange that 
served each others’ mutual interests. But modern society erodes this social capital of or-
ganization, trust among individuals, and mutual obligation that enhances both produc-
tivity and parenting.26

The market has also eroded community by encouraging maximum mobility of 
goods and services. Cheaper labor in the South, lower fuel prices, and deeper tax breaks 
attracted first textile factories, then the shoe industry, and later automobile assembly 
plants which had begun in the North. Eventually, many of these jobs left the country. 
Loss of manufacturing jobs has had dramatic consequences for employment of young 
men without a college education and their capacity to support a family. In the 1970s, 
68 percent of male high school graduates had a full-time, year-round job compared with 
only 51 percent in the 1980s. Many new jobs are located in clerical work, sales, or other 
service occupations traditionally associated with women. The upshot is a deteriorating 
employment picture for less well educated male workers at the same time that there are 
rising opportunities for women. Not surprisingly, even more middle income men and 
women combine forces to construct a two-paycheck family wage.27

Changing Family Forms
Whereas the farm economy dictated a two-parent family and several children as the most 
efficient work group, the market economy gives rise to a much wider variety of family 
forms. A woman on the frontier in the 1800s had few other options even if she were 
married to a drunken, violent, or improvident husband. In today’s economy this woman 
may have enough education to get a clerical job that will support her and her children 
in a small apartment where the family will be able to use public schools and other public 
amenities.28

Despite its corrosive effect on family relations, the modern economy has also been 
a liberating force. Women could escape patriarchal domination; the young could seek 
their fortune without waiting for an inheritance from their elders—all a process that a 
century ago was aligned with a cultural shift that Fred Weinstein and Gerald Platt termed 
“the wish to be free.”29 Dramatic improvements took place in the status of women as they 
gained the right to higher education, entry into the professions, and the elective fran-
chise.30 Similarly, children were released from sometimes cruel and exploitive labor and 
became the object of deliberate parental investment and consumption.31 Elders gained 
pensions for maintenance and care that made them economically independent of their 
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adult children. All these developments could be understood as part of what William J. 
Goode has referred to as the “ world revolution in family patterns” which resulted in lib-
eration and equality of formerly oppressed groups.32

The current assessment of change in family forms is, however, mostly negative be-
cause of the consequences for children. More parental investment in work outside the 
family has meant less time for children. According to liberals, parents separate or di-
vorce or have children outside of marriage because of the economic structure, not be-
cause they have become less moral or more selfish. Young women have children out of 
wedlock when the young men whom they might marry have few economic prospects and 
when the women themselves have little hope for their own education or employment.33 
Change in the family thus begins with jobs. Advocates of current government programs 
therefore challenge the conservatives’ assertion that welfare caused the breakup of two-
parent families by supporting mothers with dependent children. According to William 
Julius Wilson, it is partly the lack of manual labor jobs for the would-be male bread-
winner in inner-city Chicago—the scarcity of “marriageable males”—which drives up the 
illegitimacy rate.34

Among educated women, it is well known that the opportunity costs of foregone 
income from staying home became so high during the 1950s and 1960s that ever increas-
ing numbers of women deserted full-time homemaking to take paid employment.35 In 
the 1990s several social scientists have further noted that Richard Easterlin’s predic-
tion that women will return to the home during the 1980s never happened. Instead, 
women continued in the labor force because of irreversible normative changes surround-
ing women’s equality and the need for women’s income to finance children’s expensive 
college education.36 Moreover, in light of globalization of the economy and increasing 
job insecurity in the face of corporate downsizing, economists and sociologists are ques-
tioning Gary Becker’s thesis that the lower waged worker in a household (typically the 
woman) will tend to become a full-time homemaker while the higher waged partner 
becomes the primary breadwinner. Data from Germany and the United States on the 
trend toward women’s multiple roles suggests that uncertainty about the future has made 
women invest more strongly than ever in their own careers. They know that if they drop 
out for very long they will have difficulty reentering if they have to tide over the family 
when the main breadwinner loses his job.37

Consequences for Children
The ideal family in the liberal economic model, according to political philosopher Iris 
Young, is one which has sufficient income to support the parents and the children and 
“to foster in those children the emotional and intellectual capacities to acquire such well-
paid, secure jobs themselves, and also sufficient to finance a retirement.”38 Dependent 
families do not have self-sufficient income but must rely on friends, relatives, charity, or 
the state to carry out their contribution to bringing up children and being good citizens.

Among liberals there is an emerging consensus that the current economic struc-
ture leads to two kinds of underinvestment in children that are implicated in their later 
dependency—material poverty, characteristic of the poor, and “time” poverty, character-
istic of the middle class.
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Thirty years ago Daniel Patrick Moynihan perceived that material poverty and job 
loss for a man put strain on the marriage, sometimes to the point that he would leave. His 
children also did less well in school.39 Rand Conger, in his studies of Iowa families who 
lost their farms during the 1980s, found that economic hardship not only puts strain on 
the marriage but leads to harsh parenting practices and poorer outcomes for children.40 
Thus it appears possible that poverty may not just be the result of family separation, 
divorce, and ineffective childrearing practices; it may also be the cause of the irritability, 
quarrels, and violence which lead to marital breakdown. Material underinvestment in 
children is visible not just with the poor but in the changing ratio of per capita income 
of children and adults in U.S. society as a whole. As the proportion of households with-
out children has doubled over the last century (from 30 to 65 percent), per capita in-
come of children has fallen from 71 percent of adult income in 1870 to 63 percent in 1930 
and 51 percent in 1983.41

The problem of “time” poverty used to be almost exclusively associated with moth-
ers’ employment. Numerous studies explored whether younger children did better if their 
mother was a full-time homemaker rather than employed outside the home but found 
no clear results.42 Lately the lack of parental time for children has become much more 
acute because parents are working a total of twenty-one hours more per week than in 1970 
and because there are more single-parent families. In 1965 the average child spent about 
thirty hours a week interacting with a parent, compared with seventeen hours in the 
1980s.43 Moreover, parents are less dependent on their children to provide support for 
them during old age, and children feel less obligated to do so. As skilled craftsmanship, 
the trades, and the family farms have disappeared, children’s upbringing can no longer be 
easily or cheaply combined with what parents are already doing. So adults are no longer 
so invested in children’s futures. The result is that where the social capital of group affil-
iations and mutual obligations is the lowest (in the form of continuity of neighborhoods, 
a two-parent family, or a parent’s interest in higher education for her children), children 
are 20 percent more likely to drop out of high school.44

It is not that parents prefer their current feelings of being rushed, working too 
many hours, and having too little time with their families. Economist Juliet Schor reports 
that at least two-thirds of persons she surveyed about their desires for more family time 
versus more salary would take a cut in salary if it could mean more time with their fami-
lies. Since this option is not realistically open to many, what parents appear to do is spend 
more money on their children as a substitute for spending more time with them.45

Fixing the Safety Net
Since liberals believe in a market economy with sufficient government regulation to 
assure justice and equality of opportunity, they support those measures which will eradi-
cate the worst poverty and assure the healthy reproduction of the next generation.46 
What particularly worries them, however, is Charles Murray’s observation that since 
1970 the growth of government welfare programs has been associated with a rise in pov-
erty among children. Payments to poor families with children, while not generous, have 
nevertheless enabled adults to be supported by attachment to their children.47 Society is 
faced with a dilemma between addressing material poverty through further government 

Ch-02.indd   84Ch-02.indd   84 7/8/2008   12:31:59 PM7/8/2008   12:31:59 PM



Chapter 2 • Public Debates and Private Lives 85

subsidy and time poverty through policies on parental leave and working hours. It turns 
out that the United States is trying to do both.

Measures for addressing material poverty would stimulate various kinds of training 
and job opportunities. The Family Support Act of 1988 would move AFDC mothers off 
the welfare rolls by giving them job training and requiring them to join the labor force. 
Such action would bring their economic responsibility for supporting their children into 
line with their parental authority. A whole program of integrated supports for health in-
surance, job training, earned income tax credits for the working poor, child support by 
the noncustodial parent, and supported work is put forward by economist David Ellwood 
in Poor Support.48 An opposite strategy is to consolidate authority over children with the 
state’s economic responsibility for their care by encouraging group homes and adoption 
for children whose parents cannot support them economically.49

Means for addressing time poverty are evident in such legislative initiatives as the 
Family and Medical Leave Act of 1993. By encouraging employers to grant parental leave 
or other forms of flexible work time, government policy is recognizing the value of par-
ents having more time with their children, but the beneficiaries of such change are largely 
middle-class families who can afford an unpaid parental leave.50 Another tactic is to re-
form the tax law to discourage marital splitting. In a couple with two children in which 
the father earns $16,000 annually and the mother $9,000, joint tax filing gives them no 
special consideration. But if they file separately, each taking one child as a dependent, the 
woman will receive about $5,000 in Earned Income Tax Credit and an extra $2,000 in 
food stamps.51 Changing the tax law to remove the incentives for splitting, establishing 
paternity of children born out of wedlock, and intensifying child support enforcement 
to recover economic support from fathers are all examples of state efforts to strengthen 
the kinship unit.

INTERDEPENDENCE: THE FEMINIST VISION 
OF WORK AND CAREGIVING

A feminist perspective has elements in common with both conservatives and liberals: a 
respect for the family as an institution (shared with the conservatives) and an appreciation 
of modernity (valued by the liberals). In addition, a feminist perspective grapples with 
the problem of women’s traditionally subordinate status and how to improve it through 
both a “relational” and an “individualist” strategy while also sustaining family life and the 
healthy rearing of children.52 At the same time feminists are skeptical of both conserva-
tive and liberal solutions. Traditionalists have so often relied on women as the exploited 
and underpaid caregivers in the family to enable men’s activities in the public realm. 
Liberals are sometimes guilty of a “male” bias in focusing on the independent individual 
actor in the marketplace who does not realize that his so-called “independence,” is pos-
sible only because he is actually dependent on all kinds of relationships that made possible 
his education and life in a stable social order.53

By articulating the value of caregiving along with the ideal of women’s auton-
omy, feminists are in a position to examine modern capitalism critically for its effects on 
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families and to offer alternative policies that place greater value on the quality of life and 
human relationships. They judge family strength not by their form (whether they have 
two-parents) but by their functioning (whether they promote human satisfaction and 
development) and whether both women and men are able to be family caregivers as well 
as productive workers. They attribute difficulties of children less to the absence of the 
two-parent family than to low-wage work of single mothers, inadequate child care, and 
inhospitable housing and neighborhoods.

Feminist Model
Lack of cooperation Families where adults Children lack
among community,  are stressed and sufficient care and
family, and work overburdened attention from parents

Accordingly, feminists would work for reforms that build and maintain the social 
capital of volunteer groups, neighborhoods, and communities because a healthy civil so-
ciety promotes the well-being of families and individuals as well as economic prosperity 
and a democratic state. They would also recognize greater role flexibility across the life 
cycle so that both men and women could engage in caregiving, and they would encourage 
education and employment among women as well as among men.

Disappearance of Community
From a feminist perspective, family values have become an issue because individualism 
has driven out the sense of collective responsibility in our national culture. American 
institutions and social policies have not properly implemented a concern for all citizens. 
Comparative research on family structure, teenage pregnancy, poverty, and child out-
comes in other countries demonstrates that where support is generous to help all fami-
lies and children, there are higher levels of health and general education and lower levels 
of violence and child deviance than in the United States.54

Liberal thinking and the focus on the free market have made it seem that citizens 
make their greatest contribution when they are self-sufficient, thereby keeping them-
selves off the public dole. But feminist theorist Iris Young argues that many of the activi-
ties that are basic to a healthy democratic society (such as cultural production, caretaking, 
political organizing, and charitable activities) will never be profitable in a private market. 
Yet many of the recipients of welfare and Social Security such as homemakers, single 
mothers, and retirees are doing important volunteer work caring for children and help-
ing others in their communities. Thus the social worth of a person’s contribution is not 
just in earning a paycheck that allows economic independence but also in making a social 
contribution. Such caretaking of other dependent citizens and of the body politic should 
be regarded as honorable, not inferior, and worthy of society’s support and subsidy.55

In fact it appears that married women’s rising labor force participation from 41 per-
cent in 1970 to 58 percent in 1990 may have been associated with their withdrawal from 
unpaid work in the home and community.56 Volunteer membership in everything from 
the PTA to bowling leagues declined by over 25 percent between 1969 and 1993. There is 
now considerable concern that the very basis that Alexis de Tocqueville thought necessary 
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to democracy is under siege.57 To reverse this trend, social observers suggest that it will 
be necessary to guard time for families and leisure that is currently being sucked into the 
maw of paid employment. What is needed is a reorientation of priorities to give greater 
value to unpaid family and community work by both men and women.

National policies should also be reoriented to give universal support to children 
at every economic level of society, but especially to poor children. In a comparison of 
countries in the Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development, the United 
States ranks at the top in average male wages but near the bottom in its provision for 
disposable income for children. In comparison with the $700 per month available to chil-
dren in Norway, France, or the Netherlands in 1992, U.S. children of a single nonem-
ployed mother received only slightly under $200.58 The discrepancy is explained by very 
unequal distribution of U.S. income, with the top quintile, the “fortunate fifth,” gain ing 
47 percent of the national income while the bottom fifth receives only 3.6 percent.59 This 
sharp inequality is, in turn, explained by an ideology of individualism that justifies the 
disproportionate gains of the few for their innovation and productivity and the meager 
income of the poor for their low initiative or competence. Lack of access to jobs and the 
low pay accruing to many contingent service occupations simply worsen the picture.

Feminists are skeptical of explanations that ascribe higher productivity to the higher 
paid and more successful leading actors while ignoring the efforts and contribution of 
the supporting cast. They know that being an invisible helper is the situation of many 
women. This insight is congruent with new ideas about the importance “social capital” to 
the health of a society that have been put forward recently by a number of social scien-
tists.60 Corporations cannot be solely responsible for maintaining the web of community, 
although they are already being asked to serve as extended family, neighborhood support 
group, and national health service.

Diversity of Family Forms
Those who are concerned for strengthening the civil society immediately turn to the 
changing nature of the family as being a key building block. Feminists worry that seem-
ingly sensible efforts to reverse the trend of rising divorce and single parenthood will 
privilege the two-parent family to the detriment of women; they propose instead that 
family values be understood in a broader sense as valuing the family’s unique capacity for 
giving emotional and material support rather than implying simply a two-parent form.

The debate between conservatives, liberals, and feminists on the issue of the two-
parent family has been most starkly stated by sociologist Judith Stacey and political phi-
losopher Iris Young.61 They regard the requirement that all women stay in a marriage as 
an invitation to coercion and subordination and an assault on the principles of freedom 
and self-determination that are at the foundation of democracy. Moreover, as Christo-
pher Jencks and Kathryn Edin conclude from their study of several hundred welfare 
families, the current welfare reform rhetoric that no couple should have a child unless 
they can support it, does not take into account the uncertainty of life in which people 
who start out married or with adequate income [do] not always remain so. In the face 
of the worldwide dethronement of the two-parent family (approximately one-quarter to 
one-third of all families around the globe are headed by women), marriage should not be 
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seen as the cure for child poverty. Mothers should not be seen as less than full citizens if 
they are not married or not employed (in 1989 there were only 16 million males between 
the ages of 25 and 34 who made over $12,000 compared with 20 million females of the 
same age who either had a child or wanted one).62 National family policy should instead 
begin with a value on women’s autonomy and self-determination that includes the right 
to bear children. Mother-citizens are helping to reproduce the next generation for the 
whole society, and in that responsibility they deserve at least partial support.

From a feminist perspective the goal of the family is not only to bring up a healthy 
and productive new generation; families also provide the intimate and supportive group 
of kin or fictive kin that foster the health and well-being of every person—young or old, 
male or female, heterosexual, homosexual, or celibate. Recognition as “family” should 
therefore not be confined to the traditional two-parent unit connected by blood, mar-
riage, or adoption, but should be extended to include kin of a divorced spouse (as Stacey 
documented in her study of Silicon Valley families), same-sex partnerships, congregate 
households of retired persons, group living arrangements, and so on.63 Twenty years ago 
economist Nancy Barrett noted that such diversity in family and household form was 
already present. Among all U.S. households in 1976, no one of the six major types con-
stituted more than 15–20 percent: couples with and without children under eighteen with 
the wife in the labor force (15.4 and 13.3 percent respectively); couples with or without 
children under 18 with the wife not in the labor force (19.1 and 17.1 percent); female- or 
male-headed households (14.4 percent); and single persons living alone (20.6 percent).64

Such diversity both describes and informs contemporary “family values” in the 
United States. Each family type is numerous enough to have a legitimacy of its own, yet 
no single form is the dominant one. As a result the larger value system has evolved to 
encompass beliefs and rules that legitimate each type on the spectrum. The regressive al-
ternative is “fundamentalism” that treats the two-parent family with children as the only 
legitimate form, single-parent families as unworthy of support, and the nontraditional 
forms as illegitimate. In 1995 the general population appears to have accepted diversity 
of family forms as normal. A Harris poll of 1,502 women and 460 men found that only 
2 percent of women and 1 percent of men defined family as “being about the traditional 
nuclear family.” One out of ten women defined family values as loving, taking care of, and 
supporting each other, knowing right from wrong or having good values, and nine out 
of ten said society should value all types of families.65 It appears most Americans believe 
that an Aunt Polly single-parent type of family for a Huck Finn that provides economic 
support, shelter, meals, a place to sleep and to withdraw, is better than no family at all.

Amidst gradual acceptance of greater diversity in family form, the gender-role revo-
lution is also loosening the sex-role expectations traditionally associated with breadwin-
ning and homemaking. Feminists believe that men and women can each do both.66 In 
addition, women in advanced industrial nations have by and large converged upon a 
new life pattern of multiple roles by which they combine work and family life. The 
negative outcome is an almost universal “double burden” for working women in which 
they spend eighty-four hours per week on paid and family work, married men spend 
seventy-two hours, and single persons without children spend fifty hours.67 The posi-
tive consequence, however, appears to be improved physical and mental health for those 
women who, though stressed, combine work and family roles.68 In addition, where a 
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woman’s husband helps her more with the housework, she is less likely to think of get-
ting a divorce.69

The Precarious Situation of Children
The principal remedy that conservatives and liberals would apply to the problems of 
children is to restore the two-parent family by reducing out-of-wedlock births, increas-
ing the presence of fathers, and encouraging couples who are having marital difficulties 
to avoid divorce for the sake of their children. Feminists, on the other hand, are skeptical 
that illegitimacy, father absence, or divorce are the principal culprits they are made out to 
be. Leon Eisenberg reports that over half of all births in Sweden and one-quarter of births 
in France are to unmarried women, but without the disastrous correlated effects observed 
in the United States. Arlene Skolnick and Stacey Rosencrantz cite longitudinal studies 
showing that most children recover from the immediate negative effects of divorce.70

How then, while supporting the principle that some fraction of women should be 
able to head families as single parents, do feminists analyze the problem of ill health, 
antisocial behavior, and poverty among children? Their answer focuses on the lack of in-
stitutional supports for the new type of dual-earner and single-parent families that are more 
prevalent today. Rather than attempt to force families back into the traditional mold, 
feminists note that divorce, lone-mother families, and women’s employment are on the 
rise in every industrialized nation. But other countries have not seen the same devastat-
ing decline in child well-being, teen pregnancy, suicides and violent death, school failure, 
and a rising population of children in poverty. These other countries have four key ele-
ments of social and family policy which protect all children and their mothers: (1) work 
guarantees and other economic supports; (2) child care; (3) health care; and (4) housing 
subsidies. In the United States these benefits are scattered and uneven; those who can 
pay their way do so; only those who are poor or disabled receive AFDC for economic 
support, some help with child care, Medicaid for health care, and government-subsidized 
housing.

A first line of defense is to raise women’s wages through raising the minimum wage, 
then provide them greater access to male-dominated occupations with higher wages. 
One-half of working women do not earn a wage adequate to support a family of four 
above the poverty line. Moreover, women in low-wage occupations are subject to fre-
quent lay-offs and lack of benefits. Training to improve their human capital, provision 
of child care, and broadening of benefits would help raise women’s capacity to support 
a family. Eisenberg reports that the Human Development Index of the United Nations 
( HDI ), which ranks countries by such indicators as life expectancy, educational levels, 
and per capita income, places the United States fifth and Sweden sixth in the world. But 
when the HDI is recalculated to take into account equity of treatment of women, Sweden 
rises to first place and the United States falls to ninth. Therefore, one of the obvious 
places to begin raising children’s status is to “raise the economic status and earning power 
of their mothers.”71

A second major benefit which is not assured to working mothers is child care. 
Among school-age children up to thirteen years of age, one-eighth lack any kind of after-
school child care. Children come to the factories where their mothers work and wait on 
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the lawn or in the lobby until their mothers are finished working. If a child is sick, some 
mothers risk losing a job if they stay home. Others are latchkey kids or in unknown cir-
cumstances such as sleeping in their parents’ cars or loitering on the streets. Although 
60 percent of mothers of the 22 million preschool children are working, there are only 
10 million child care places available, a shortfall of one to three million slots.72 Lack of 
good quality care for her children not only distracts a mother, adds to her absences from 
work, and makes her less productive, it also exposes the child to a lack of attention and 
care that leads to violent and antisocial behavior and poor performance in school.

Lack of medical benefits is a third gaping hole for poor children and lone-parent 
families. Jencks and Edin analyze what happens to a Chicago-area working woman’s in-
come if she goes off welfare. Her total income in 1993 dollars on AFDC (with food 
stamps, unreported earnings, help from family and friends) adds up to $12,355, in addi-
tion to which she receives Medicaid and child care. At a $6 per hour full-time job, 
however, without AFDC, with less than half as much from food stamps, with an Earned 
Income Tax Credit, and help from relatives, her total income would add to $20,853. 
But she would have to pay for her own medical care, bringing her effective income 
down to $14,745 if she found free child care, and $9,801 if she had to pay for child care 
herself.73

Some housing subsidies or low-income housing are available to low-income fami-
lies. But the neighborhoods and schools are frequently of poor quality and plagued by 
violence. To bring up children in a setting where they cannot safely play with others 
introduces important risk factors that cannot simply be attributed to divorce and single 
parenthood. Rather than being protected and being allowed to be innocent, children must 
learn to be competent at a very early age. The family, rather than being child-centered, 
must be adult-centered, not because parents are selfish or self-centered but because the 
institutions of the society have changed the context of family life.74 These demands may 
be too much for children, and depression, violence, teen suicide, teen pregnancy, and 
school failure may result. But it would be myopic to think that simply restoring the two-
parent family would be enough to solve all these problems.

Constructing Institutions for the Good Society
What is to be done? Rather than try to restore the two-parent family as the conservatives 
suggest or change the economy to provide more jobs as recommended by the liberals, the 
feminists focus on the need to revise and construct institutions to accommodate the new 
realities of work and family life. Such an undertaking requires, however, a broader inter-
pretation of family values, a recognition that families benefit not only their members but 
the public interest, and fresh thinking about how to schedule work and family demands 
of everyday life as well as the entire life cycle of men and women.

The understanding of family values has to be extended in two ways. First, American 
values should be stretched to embrace all citizens, their children and families, whether 
they are poor, white, or people of color, or living in a one-parent family. In 1977, Kenneth 
Keniston titled the report of the Carnegie Commission on Children All Our Children. 
Today many Americans still speak and act politically in ways suggesting that they disown 
other people’s children as the next generation who will inherit the land and support the 
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economy. Yet in the view of most feminists and other progressive reformers, all these 
children should be embraced for the long-term good of the nation.75 By a commitment 
to “family values” feminists secondly intend to valorize the family as a distinctive intimate 
group of many forms that is needed by persons of all ages but especially children. To serve 
the needs of children and other dependent persons, the family must be given support 
and encouragement by the state to carry out its unique functions. Iris Young contends 
that marriage should not be used to reduce the ultimate need for the state to serve as a 
means to distribute needed supports to the families of those less fortunate.76 Compare 
the example of the GI Bill of Rights after World War II, which provided educational 
benefits to those who had served their country in the military. Why should there not 
be a similar approach to the contribution that a parent makes in raising a healthy and 
productive youngster?77

At the community level families should be embraced by all the institutions of the 
civil society—schools, hospitals, churches, and employers—as the hidden but necessary 
complement to the bureaucratic and impersonal workings of these formal organizations. 
Schools rely on parents for the child’s “school readiness.” Hospitals send home patients 
who need considerable home care before becoming completely well. The work of the 
church is carried out and reinforced in the family; and when families fail, it is the uncon-
ditional love and intimacy of family that the church tries to replicate. Employers depend 
on families to give the rest, shelter, emotional support, and other maintenance of human 
capital that will motivate workers and make them productive. Increasingly, the profes-
sionals and managers in these formal organizations are realizing that they need to work 
more closely with parents and family members if they are to succeed.

Feminists would especially like to see the reintegration of work and family life that 
was torn apart at the time of the industrial revolution when productive work moved out 
of the home and into the factory. Several proposals appear repeatedly: parental leave 
(which now is possible through the Family and Medical Leave Act of 1993); flexible hours 
and part-time work shared by working parents but without loss of benefits and promo-
tion opportunities; home-based work; child care for sick children and after-school su-
pervision. Although some progress has been made, acceptance of these reforms has been 
very slow. Parental leave is still unpaid. The culture of the workplace discourages many 
persons from taking advantage of the more flexible options which do exist because they 
fear they will be seen as less serious and dedicated workers. In addition, most programs 
are aimed at mothers and at managers, although there is growing feeling that fathers and 
hourly workers should be included as well.78

Ultimately these trends may alter the shape of women’s and men’s life cycles. In-
creasingly, a new ideal for the life course is being held up as the model that society should 
work toward. Lotte Bailyn proposes reorganization of careers in which young couples 
trade off periods of intense work commitment with each other while they establish their 
families so that either or both can spend more time at home.79 Right now both women 
and men feel they must work so intensely to establish their careers that they have too 
little time for their children.80 For the poor and untrained, the problem is the opposite: 
childbearing and childrearing are far more satisfying and validating than a low-paying, 
dead-end job. The question is how to reorient educators or employers to factor in time 
with family as an important obligation to society (much as one would factor in military 
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service, for example). Such institutional reorganization is necessary to give families and 
childrearing their proper place in the modern postindustrial society.

CONCLUSION

A review of the conservative, liberal, and feminist perspectives on the changing nature 
of the American family suggests that future policy should combine the distinctive contri-
butions of all three. From the conservatives comes a critique of modernity that recognizes 
the important role of the family in maintaining child health and preventing child failure. 
Although their understanding of “family values” is too narrow, they deserve credit for 
raising the issue of family function and form to public debate. Liberals see clearly the 
overwhelming power of the economy to deny employment, make demands on parents as 
workers, and drive a wedge between employers’ needs for competitiveness and families’ 
needs for connection and community.

Surprising although it may seem, since feminists are often imagined to be “ way 
out,” the most comprehensive plan for restoring family to its rightful place is put forward 
by the feminists who appreciate both the inherently premodern nature of the family and 
at the same time its inevitable interdependence with a fast-changing world economy. 
Feminists will not turn back to the past because they know that the traditional family 
was often a straightjacket for women. But they also know that family cannot be turned 
into a formal organization or have its functions performed by government or other public 
institutions that are incapable of giving needed succor to children, adults, and old people 
which only the family can give.

The feminist synthesis accepts both the inherent particularism and emotional na-
ture of the family and the inevitable specialization and impersonality of the modern 
economy. Feminists are different from conservatives in accepting diversity of the family 
to respond to the needs of the modern economy. They are different from the liberals in 
recognizing that intimate nurturing relationships such as parenting cannot all be turned 
into a safety net of formal care. The most promising social policies for families and 
children take their direction from inclusive values that confirm the good life and the 
well-being of every individual as the ultimate goal of the nation. The policy challenge 
is to adjust the partnership between the family and its surrounding institutions so that 
together they combine the best of private initiative with public concern.
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