
I 
I 

c·1 

I 
·1 

I 
.j 

: .. 1 
. , 

. . .1 
.. j 

I , 

Report from the Institute for Philosophy & Public Policy 

ina ted policymaking in the Reagan and Bush ad minis­
trations, the enormous diversity of opinion that contin­
ues to exist in such matters was easily obscured. The 
reason was not so much the nature of conserva tive tra­
ditionalism itseli, but rather the fact that those outside 
th e traditi o nali st camp were reluctant to disagree 
openly, lest they strengthen the advanta ge that the 
conservative traditionalists already had. At the time, 
many observers assumed that when the reign of con­
servati ve traditionalism ended, the unified coa lition 
that had emerged in opposition to it would remain to 
formulate a coherent policy. But in trying to imagine 
what that policy might be, they tended to envision 
something in accordance with their own world view. 

In fact, g iven the enduring range of values and 
beliefs among those outside the conservative trad ition­
alist camp, it was always unlikely that a new policy 
could actually be fashioned without a struggle. But if 
it is no longer the case that one point of view holds 
bureaucratic sway in excess of its popular support, a 
real debate - with the possibility of a balanced resolu­
tion - is possible at last. 

The Norplant controversy in Baliimore, then, is a 
harbinger of both bad and good news: Finding a solu­
tion to the problem of teenage childbearing will not be 
easy or pleasant, but there now exists an opportunity 
to forge a policy based on open and honest debate of 
the issues. 

- Nan Marie Astone 

Nan Marie Astone is assis tan t professor of population 
dynamics at The Johns Hopkins School of Hygiene and 
Publi c Hea lth . N ichola s Burbank, Andrew C heri in, 
Katherine McFate, Constance Nathanson, Geri Peak, and 
Laurie Zabin provided helpful comments on ,Ill earlier draft. 
Other sources: The B.,ltimore SI//I (Dec. 3, 1992, Jan. 29 .,nd 
Aug. 29, 1993); The New York Times (March 7, 1993); The 
Washington Post, Dec. 4, 1992; S. Henshaw et aI., "Teenage 
Pregnancy in the United States: The Scope of the Problem 
and State Responses" (A lan Guttmacher Institute, 1989); 
Overuiew of Elititfelllelit Programs, 1992 Green Book, 
Committee on Ways and Means, U.S. House o f 
Representatives (U.S. Government Printing Office, 1992); 
Kristin Luker, Abortioll alld the Politics of Motherhood 
(University of California Press, 1984); Constance Nathanson, 
Dal/gerolls Passnge: The Social COlftrol of Sexuality ill Women's 
Adolescence (Temple University Press, 1991); Frank F. 
Furstenberg and Andrew J. Cherlin, Divided Families: What 
Hnppeus to ehifdrell Wllell Parellts Pari (Harvard University 
Press, 1991); Janet B. Hardy and Laurie S. Zabin, Adolescwt 
Childbearing ill all Urban Ell v irO lllll t!l1t (Urban and 
Schwarzenberg, 1991). 

Feminism, Race, and 
the Politics of Family Values 

When soc ia l critics lament the sta te o f th e 
American family, they sometimes asser t that the 

feminist movement has done much to lmdermine the 
values that once held families together and protected 
the interests of child ren. With its emphaSiS on individ­
ual fuliillment and its denigration of women's tradi­
tional role, feminism, these critics say, has ruptured 
patterns of family life and caregiving for which there 
are, in the nature of things, no substitute. 

As it is usually formulated, this argument includes 
two invariable features: a fixed image of what consti ­
tutes a family, and an equally static view of what ferni-

nism is. In her essay "Dan Quayle Was Righ~' in the 
April issue of the Atlantic, Barbara Dafoe Whitehead 
provides a characteristic example. With regard to fam­
ily structure, she writes, "The social arrangement that 
has proved most successful in ensuring the physical 
survival and promoting the socia l development of the 
child is the famil y unit of the biological mother and 
father," and to judge from the context this claim is pre­
sumed to hold true "across time and across cultures." 
As for feminism, Ms. Whitehead represents it exclu­
sively as a movement which sought greater equality 
for women by steering them into "the world of work 
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outside the home," where their attainment of econOIll­
ic independence was expected to diminish the impor­
tance of Inarriage. "In Gloria Steinem's memorable 
word s," Ms. Whitehead writes, '"A woman without a 
man is like a fi sh without a bicycle.'" With this ges­
ture, contemporary feminism, in all its diversity, is 
reduced to a bumper sticker, jus t as fanlily s tructure 
has been reduced to a single archetypal fonn dictated 
by biology. 

Feminist Thinking About th e Fam ily 

In reality, however, the past two decades of felninist 
thought present a complex and nuanced picture of the 
efforts of men, women, and children to find personal 
satisfaction and fulfill social obligations withil7 fami­
lies. And though there is no single feminist perspec­
tive on falnilies, it is fair to argue that feminism has 
been at the forefront of efforts to clarify our under­
standing of fanlily life. Feminis t thinkers have demon­
strated that family forms are socially and his torically 
constructed, not monolithic universClls that exist for all 
times and all peoples, and that the social and legal 
arrangements governing family life are not the 
inevitable result of unambiguous differences between 
women and men. They have drawn attention to the 
contradictions within families between love and 
power; between values of cOln111111uty and nurturance, 
on the one hClnd , and self-realization on the other. 
And they have challenged society to move beyond the 
sense of individualism and comlnllluty as polar oppo­
sites in order to create cl synthesis in which both sets of 
needs are met. 

Feminist thjnkers have demonstrated that 
family forms are socially and historically 

constn/cted, not monolithic universals that 
exist for all times and all peoples. 

Feminist thinkers and activi s ts have redefined 
housework as work, and introduced such concepts as 
"caring work" to describe many of the unpaid , and 
often unrecognized, tasks that WOlnen perfof1n for the 
benefit of others. More recently, and largely in 
response to the feminis t scholarship of wonlen of 
color, they have begun to link gender to issues of race 
and ethnicity. One of the crucial lessons of what we 
call "multiracial fe11linism" is that people experience the 
famil y differently, depending on their social cla ss, 
race, ethnicity, gender, age, and sexual orientation, 
and frOln their experiences they construct different 
definitions of what families are. These definitions are 
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not Inerely the result of cultural or ethnic variations. 
Structural patterns differ among farnilie s because 
social and economic conditions produce and may even 
require diverse family arrangements. Althoug h the 
family nurtures ethnic culture, families are not the 
product of ethnic culture alone. 

Thc falnily that conservati ve writers uphold as 
IlegitiJllate" is no less a product of social s tructure and 
culture; it enlcrged as a result of social and economic 
conditions that are no longer operative for mos t 
Americans, and that never were operative for many 
poor Americans and people of color. From the origi­
nal settle11lent of the American colonies through the 
mid-twentieth century, families of European descent 
often received economic and social supports to estab­
lish and maintain fanlilies. Following World War 11, as 
Stephanie Coontz points out, the G.T. Bill, the N ational 
Defense Education Act, the expansion of the Federal 
Housing Authority and Veterans Administration loan 
subsidy programs, and government funding of new 
highways provided the means through which middle­
class whites were able to achieve the s table suburban 
family li ves that became the ideal against which all 
other families were judged. These kinds of support 
have rarely been available for people of color, and 
until quite recently were acti vely denied them through 
various forms of housing and job discrilnination. A 
careful reading of family his tory 11lakes it clear that 
family structure is the result of far more than individ­
ual choice and publicly asserted morality. 

Women and " Economic Independence" 

ft is true that feminis t critiques of the family in the 
1970s characterized it as the primary site of the oppres­
sion of women, and argued in support of women's 
increased partiCipation in the labor force as a means of 
attaining S011le measure of economic autonomy. But 
this anal-ysis never applied to women of color, or 
working-class women generally, because it falsely uni­
versalized the experience of white middle-class 
women who had the option of staying h011le to raise 
their children. More recently, feminist thought has 
begun to create a more cOlnplex understanding of the 
relationship between women and work, taking 
account of differences and diversities arnong women. 

For example, the increased participation of WOlnen 
in the workforce varies significantly by race. African­
American women have had a long hi s tory of high 
workforce participation rates, and these rates, along 
with those of Japanese-American women, increased 
only modestly after World War 11. Much greater rates 
of increase occurred among white, Latina , Chinese, 
and Filipina women even before the advent of the fem­
inist movement in the 1970s. 

For white WOlllen, increasing participation in the 
labor force correlates with the rising divorce rate 
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(though it does not follow that the first has caused the 
second). For women of COl Of, however, the same pat­
tern does not hold. Their poverty as single mothers, 
moreover, is not a result of divorce but of a combina­
tion of factors, including job markets w hich are segre­
ga ted by race and sex and which tend to offer them 
low wages and seasona I work. 

PartiCipation in the workforce has provided some 
women with increased influence over family decisions 
and improved their chances for supporting their fami­
lies on their own. But this is more properly called eco­
llomic levemge than econo mi c ind ependence. The 
extent of such in fl uence, moreover, is directly related 
to women's relati ve contributions to fa mily incOlne, 
w ith those women who contribute the largest percent­
ages ha ving the grea test influence. Tnterestingly, this 
is true both of women in low-income families and of 
those in high-income, dual-career families. In general, 
however, cl a ims about women and work must be 
modified with rega rd to the interactions of race and 
econo m ic cl ass. Fe minists do argue that women 
should ha ve the economic means to choose to leave a 
bad marriage, and that only the woman can define 
w hat constitutes a bad marriage. 

WOlnen's family roles combine w ith their race and 
class to influence their position in the labor force. As a 
group, women are concentrated in a limited number o f 
occupational categories; they earn less than two-thirds 
of what white males earn, and their opportunities for 

advancement are limited. Women of color fare worse 
than w hite women in wages and opportunities for 
mobili ty. 

Obviously, the d isadvantages tha t women experi­
ence in the workplace have a direct impact on the eco­
no m ic well-bein g of their fa mi l ies. As Rosa lind 
Petchesky writes, "only around 10 percent of all 
A mer ican households consist of th e 'normative' 
model: husband-wife fa milies with two or more chil­
dren at home and the husband as the sole breadwin­
ner." Among the 90 percent of fam ilies who do not 
conform to the normative model, there are many w ho 
depend on the financial contributio n o f a working 
mother. For them, the relative lack of job trainin g 
opportunities for wome n, and the pers istence o f 
employment and wage discrimination, cons titute a 
threa t to family surv ival. 

In her Atlalltic essay, Ms. Whitehead acknowledges 
only a portion of this economic rea lity. She writes, 
"With the loss of high-paying jobs for hig h school 
graduates and the d isappea rance of good jobs from 
many inner-city neighborhoods, the abili ty of young 
me n to pro v id e for a famil y ha s been declining. 
Improving job opportunities for young men would 
enhance their abili ty and presumably their willingness 
to form lasting marriages." 

Now no sensible observer would deny the impor­
tance of creating job opportunities for young men in 
inner-ci ty neighborhoods. William Juli us Wilson has 
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long argued that much of the dec1ine in marriage rates 
in the inner city can be traced to the dearth of African­
American men capable of supporting families. But as 
Barrie Thorne has written, because policies to restore 
men as famil y providers are "rooted in a conventional 
understanding of gender and falnily arrangelnents," 
they invariably ignore " the urgent training, elnploy­
ment, wage equity, and da y-ca re needs of African­
American women." They also ignore the fact that, as 
one University of Chicago stud y found, the higher the 
earnings potential of a won1an in the inner city, the 
more likely she is to marry. Unfortunately, the current 
"progressive" family policy agenda lacks any commit­
ment to improving opportunities for young inner-city 
WOlnen, even though research suggests that many of 
these women might decide against early childbearing 
and single motherhood if other life possibilities -
including, but not restricted to, marriage - were visi­
bly open to them. 

A History of Diversity 
In saying that family structure is a result of econom­

ic and social factors as well as ethnic culture, we 
acknowledge a wide diversity of family forms among 
people of color. For example, two-parent fa milies 
have been important in the lives and his tory of 
African-Americans. From the late 19th century up 
until the 1970s, the two-parent nuclear famil y was the 
predominant family form in the black community. 
Stories of former slaves who had their marriages regis­
tered with the Freedmen's Bureaus during 
Recons truction have long been cited as evidence 
against the popular view that slavery destroyed any 
possibility of stable family life. 

For many years, unfortunately, social policies 
have rewarded and promoted primarily 

suburban nuclear families, while extended 
families were viewed as a historical relic. 

But the family networks binding African-Americans 
have always included other form s as well. Many 
scholars have pointed to the importance of extended 
families and of "fictive kin" - people treated like fam­
ily even though not related by blood or marriage -
among people of color. These family relationships 
ha ve been studied both as ethnic cultural traditions 
and as responses to economic and social s tructures 
that denied support to the formation of families. 

For many years, unfortunately, social policies have 
rewarded and promoted primarily suburban nuclear 
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families, while extended families were viewed as a his­
torical relic, a hindrance to the development of a "fit" 
between the family and the needs and demands of an 
urban indus trial society. Latinos, among w hom 
extended fan1ily networks playa crucial role in inte­
grating famil y and community, were criticized for 
being too "familis tic" - their lack of social progress 
was blamed on family values which kept them tied to 
family rather than econon1ic advancement. African­
American families were criticized as "matriarchal" 
because of the strong role grandmothers pla yed in 
extended family networks. Today, grandmothers are 
younger and have their own unmet needs and goals. 
Young women living in low-income communities see 
fewer opportunities for themselves; their neighbor­
hoods are far more dangerous, and they may not have 
the kind s of extended family and community support 
that were available two decades ago. 

Nonetheless, as Andrew Cherlin writes, 

[W]e must accept that extended kin networks wiJI remain the 
centra l family unit for many African Americans in the near 
future , even if economic conditions improve. African 
Amcric<1lls have a cultllr"l tradi tion of relying more heavily 
on extended families, and they live in a society in which mar­
riage is everywhere on the decline. Although racial d iffer­
ences could lessen substantia lly, no fea~ible government poli­
cy will result in black families' approaching the two-parent 
ideaL Nor need this occur; d espite their limitations, networks 
of single parents often p rovide for and nurhlre their members 
as well as nuclear families could. In any casc, it is inevitable 
that a large proportion of poor black children will grow up in 
single-parent households in the next dec<1dc or two. 

Given this reality, a crusade to restore "the two-par­
ent ideal" can offer very little to the children who are 
now in greatest need. Tn fa ct, this crusade ma y be 
undermining support for the very initiatives that are 
necessary to remedy the adverse social and economic 
conditions that these children face. 

Despairing of Solutions 
Consider, in this light, a discussion of school failure 

in the Progressive Policy Institute's Putting Children 
First (1992). Auth ors Elaine Ciulla Kamarck and 
William A. Galston, gathering evidence for the "psy­
chological and educational consequences of family dis~ 
integration," cite a recent study of American education 
by John Chubb and Terry Moe. This study, they cor­
rectly say, found that merely spending more money on 
education would not yield higher levels of school 
achievement. Galston and Kamarck then write: 

As we begin a new decade, the next response to the continu­
ing crisis in educatiotl<11 <1chievement is a frenzy of educCltion­
al restructuring. But if we continue to neglect the crisis of the 
American family we will undercut current efforts at educa-
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tiona l reform. Chubb and Moe have made an import'lIlt con­
tribution to our understanding of these problems by proving 
thnt the organiza tion of a school has an independent effect on 
s tu dent achievement. Nevertheless, even they admit that 
school organization is not as important in predicting achieve­
ment as is the family background of the studen t. 

John Chubb, however, does not share this assess­
ment of the implications of his research. When he and 
his colleague compared family background and school 
quality as factors influencing educational achievement, 
they found them to be "about roughly equal." "It's a 
bit of a strange use of our study to say that family is 
more important," he remarked in a recent interview. 
"In fac t, we were saying a little bit of the opposite. We 
were arguing that schools really do matter, and one 
should be optimistic about the difference you ca n 
make with a good school, even if family factors aren't 
in your favor." 

SOl11e analysts persist in seeing the family as 
tIle source of social disarray, instead of giving 
dlle weight to IlOw social conditions affect tI,e 

stmct"re and viability of families. 

Mr. Chubb also points out that the impact of family 
background is not primarily a function of family sf,·"c­
t"re: "The factors that we found to be the most consis­
tently strong predictors of a child's achievement had 
less to do with the structure of the family per se and 
more to do with the parents' educational and profes­
sional development." Although he wou ld argue that, 
"all things being equal, having two parents at home is 
better ed ucationally," he adds: "But you shouldn' t 
exaggerate the payoff .... If you have two parents who 
don' t value education, then the impact of the intact 
family is not going to be quite what you might expect. 
If you have only one parent who cares tremendously, 
you're going to probably see a greater impact there." 

Barbara Dafoe Whitehead has al so used a partial 
reading of social science data in order to cast doubt on 
the efficacy of poliCies other than those directed specif­
ically at restoring the two-parent family. "If we fail to 
come to terms with the relationship between family 
structure and declining child well-being," she wrote in 
"Dan Quayle Was Right," "then it will be increasingly 
difficult to improve children's life prospects, no matter 
how ma ny new programs the federal government 
hmds. Nor will we be able to make progress in better­
ing school performance or reducing crime or improv­
ing the quality of the nation's future work force - all 
domes ti c problem s closely connected to famil y 

breakup." Unfortunately, in order to bolster her case, 
Ms. Whitehead overstates the harm that children gen­
erally experience as a res ult o f divorce, as e leven 
prominent sociologists observed in a jOint letter that 
the Atlantic has so far declined to publish: 

Barbaril Dafoe Whitehead's article in the April issue exagger­
ated divorce's negative e ffects. As social scientis ts who have 
published reseilrch findings on the effects of divorce on chil­
dren - some of which were cited in the article - we rCilch a 
different conclusion. To be sure, divorce is initi<llly p,linful 
and distressing for nearly all children. Even "fter the initial 
phase, a minority of children experience la!>ting problem!>. 
But the evidence also suggests that divorce does not cause 
serious long-term problems for the large majority of children 
who experience it. 

In other words, Ms. Whitehead gets only one side of the story 
right. Yes, ha ving your parents divorce docs increase sub­
stantially the risk that you won', graduate from high school 
or that you'll have a child out of wedlock. The increased risk 
is a legi timate cause for public concern, and we share that 
concern. Yet Ms. Whitehead goes further: she implies erro­
neously that because the risk of ~aving problems increases, 
most children of divorce will have lasting problems . That's 
not so. Most will grad uate from high school, won't have a 
child out of wedlock, and won't, indeed, suffer any of the 
serious long-term difficulties that Ms. Whitehead chron­
icles .. 

The problem is not just that these allalysts overstate 
the case against single parenthood. The core issue is 
that they persist ill seeing the family as the source of 
social disarray, instead of giving due weight to how 
social conditions affect the structure and viability of 
families. A multiracial feminist perspective shifts the 
analytical focus from family structure to the broad 
issue of social support for families. In this context, 
family structure - whether famili es are headed by 
one parent, two, or a coll ec tion of "fi ctive kin" -
becomes an intervening variable in the complex inter­
relationship between economic and social conditions, 
ethnic culture, and child well-being. 

It may be encouraging that in the recent 
"Communitarian Position Paper on the Family," the 
seven authors observe that 

The family . .. is not an isolated unit, but rilther il11 institution 
nested in a wider social context that either sustains or weak­
ens it . . .. We do believe that greater effort in areas such as 
prenatal care, women and infant nutrition, and ea rly child­
hood health and educa tion would yield significant returns. 
We also believe that an effective pro-family agenda must be 
backed by resources. 

But these beliefs are not yet reflected in the typical 
rhetoric, or the major policy proposals, of the progres­
sive family advocates. 

Children of Mine 
Last spring The Washington Post published a story 

about a black grandmother in southeast Washington, 
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D.C., who operates a cOlnnlunity center known as 
"Children o f Mine." Hannah H awkins's center is a 
p lace where sixty children each day receive help with 
their homework, play basketball , share a meal donated 
by a community kitchen or a loca l church, and sit 
together "a t rap" to say whatever is on their mind s. 
They also lis ten to Ms. Hawkins's earnest counsel: her 
admonitions not to pick fights, her prai se for high 
marks in school. 

"l have a mother and a pretend mother," one five­
year-o ld at the center proudly announced to th e 
r e porter. A friend of Ms. Hawkins rem arked, 
"H a nna h jus t did naturall y w h at nati ve 
Washingtonians used to do for their neighbors' kids 
when there was a crisis - open your doors and ta ke 
them in. You did it without thinking because it need­
ed to be done. The only difference with Hannah's case 
was that her mission just kept growi ng." The Post 
reporte r observed that "With no sala ry, no public 
fund s, little self-consciousness and a lot of religio n, 
Hawkins and a cadre of volunteers ha ve been fiercely 
working their emotional alchemy on a group that 
includ es some of the most hard-to-reach kid s in the 
City." But the story a lso noted that Ms. Hawki.ns had 
been in Superior Court trying to hold onto the once­
abandoned house she had reclaimed for her communi­
ty center. "Where w ill we go around this neighbor­
hood?" she asked herself in the reporte r's presence, 
confronting the possibility that she might lose the case. 
" I just don' t know." In a society tha t actually put chil­
dren firs t, her program would not be in such desperate 
stra its. 

As her neighbor's comments s u gges t, Ha nnah 
Hawkins is not only a remarkable individual. She also 
be lo ngs to what feminist sociolog ist Patricia Hill 
Coll ins calls the "otllennother" tradition in the black 
community. As Ms. Collins describes it, this tradition 
has a t least two functions; it allows "Afri ca n-American 
women to trea t biologically unrelated chil dren as if 
they were members of their own fam ili es," and it pro­
v id es t hese wome n w ith a motive for politica l 
activism. Along w ith other observers, Ms. Co ll ins 
acknowledges that "the entire community structure of 
bloodmothers and othermothers is und er assault in 
many inner-city neighborhoods, where the very fabric 
of African-American community life is being eroded 
by illegal drugs" and various kinds of socia l disinvest­
ment from the lives of the poor. And yet, she writes, 
"even in the most troubled communities, remnants of 
the othermother tradition endure." 

The example of extended families and othermothers, 
re fl ecting what Ms. ColJjns calls "(I more genera lized 
e thic of ca ring and personal accountability," has some-
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thing to offer the larger society. It encourages us to 
view children as the concern of the whole community, 
not just the pri va te property of two parents. It asks us 
to s tep outside the false security of suburban enclaves, 
gentrified neighborhoods, and racial and economic 
privilege and und erstand that our common future is 
dependent on the success and stability of children in 
the barrios, ghettos and reservations, as well as on that 
of the children of the eli te. It lends urgency to the task 
of formulating a social policy that focuses on provid­
ing good schools, nutrition, hea lth care, shelter, safety 
and security for aJl chi ldren and honest work at a liv­
ing wage for their parents. From the perspective of 
multiracial feminism, only a policy that actively pur­
sues these objectives can hope to improve the lives and 
prospects of American fam ilies. 

- Bonnie Thornton Dill, 
Maxine Baca Zinn, 
and Sandra Patton 
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