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Afew weeks ago, the premiere issue of a magazine 
entitled Family Life appeared on the newsstands. 

One of its founders, Jann Wenner, is also the publisher 
of Rolling Stone. Not surprisingly, this fact has led 
some observers to describe the new magazine as part 
of a larger cultural shift, and it's clear that those 
involved in the project see it this way as well. "Now 
that family life is central to our own lives and to the 
country," writes Nancy Evans, the publication's editor­
in-chief, "it seemed high time that there be an intelli­
gent, sophi sticated magazine that addresses the 
issues." But the point here is not just that the ed itor 
can take the centrality of her subject for granted. Ms. 
Evans believes that she and her readers are linked by a 
common experience, and when she refers to it, the 
tone of her writing is both resolute and unexpectedly 
elegiac. Family Life, she tells us, grew out of the need 
to "celebrate and nurture these few years called child­
hood." "Many of us," she adds, "have discovered that 
raising a family has not taken us off track (as we 
feared) but has put us right back on the track we may 
have lost." At such moments, she is not merely point­
ing to the demographic reality that the baby boomers 
now have children of their own. She is also testifying, 
at least provisionally, to a moral reorientation. 

One goal of this Report is to expand the frame of ref­
erence within which our discussions of family life take 
place. Specifically, we wish to explore an evolving 
network of human connections, not only within fami­
lies, but also between individuals, famili es, and their 

To make its research readily avai lable to a broad audi­
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communities. The title of this issue assumes that these 
connections are crucial to human experience, the for­
mulation of socia l policy, and philosophical reflection. 

In th e pages that fo llow, a legal sc ho la r and a 
philosopher exalnine the law emerg ing in response to 
the new reprod uctive technologies, suggesting that 
social and affective ties are frequently becoming more 
critical than biologica l ones in detennining parental 
rights and obli ga tions. A sociologis t asks what has 
made teenage childbearing the focus of a public policy 
debate, directing special attention to the controversy 
over making long-tenn contraceptives available to 
young women in school-based clinics. Three feminist 
scholars observe how sodal and economic conditions, 
as well as ethnic and cultural differences, influence 
family structure, and in doing so they articulate a fem­
inist ethos of social responsibility that draws on the 
traditions and historical experiences of people of color. 
A policy anal ys t exa lnines speci fi c measures that 
would assist working parents, single or coupled , in 
providing for their children and in prepa ring them for 
a radically changing CCOl1Olny and socia l world. 

In the light of these essays, w hat becomes interesting 
about a venture such as Falnily Life is not the colorful 
advertisements for $60 sweat pants or $90 soccer 
gloves, or the article rccOlnlnending anunal entertain­
ers for your child's birthday par ty. ("Animal acts are 
not cheap," the writer concedes. "We' re still gulping 
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from the bilL But it's amazing what you'll do for your 
kids.") Flipping past all that, readers may look instead 
at the magazine's "Washington Report Card," which 
gives the number for the Children'S Defense Fund leg­
islative hotline and enlists support for a proposal that 
would grant all families a $l,OOO-per-child tax credit. 
They may read about a company that has rnade a for­
tune marketing a ll-cotton children's clothing while 
paying 50 percent of its employees' child care costs. 
They may notice Robert Coles advising parents to set 
their children an example of altruistic service, followed 
by a description of five ways to help provide needy 
students with clothing, school supplies, and scholar­
ships for after-school programs. 

To a skeptical eye, these may be only sidelights. But 
we might also interpret them as efforts to express and 
cultivate a social and moral awareness that nostalgia 
cannot teach. 

The Ins titute w ishes to thank th e Mary land 
Humanities Council for supporting the publication of 
this Report. In November, the Council is sponsoring a 
one-day conference on the theme "Family: Myth and 
Reality"; a de tail ed announceme nt of thi s event 
appears on page 23. The photographs in this issue are 
the work of Michela S. Caudill, artist-in-residence at 
the Woodbourne Center in Baltimore. They are part of 
a larger body of photographs which will be exhibited 
at Loyola College in the fall of 1994. 
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Defining Families: 
The Impact of Reproductive Technology 

Over the past few decades, scientists and physicians 
have developed va rious forms of assisted repro­

duction - technolog ies that make possible the cre­
ation of children outside of the nonnal reproducti ve 
process. These technologies have becmne so fa111iliar 
that we easily forget how revolutionary they once 
seemed. It has been just fifteen years since the first 
"test-tube baby" was born in Great Britain, giving rise 
to dramatic speculations about the hlllnan future; by 
now, the practice of in vitro fertilization has resulted in 
the births of man y thousand s of children. 
Reproductive technology has enabled many previous­
ly infertile couples to playa biological role in the cre­
ation of their families. And scientists continue to 
refine their ability to extract, preserve, transfer, manip­
ulate, and combine male and fe m ale gametes by 
means other than coital reproduction. 

A Child Essentially One's Own 
If we ask how it is that reproductive technologies 

have come to be so widely accepted, and even routine, 
one answer may be that a fairly conventional vision of 
the family lay behind them from the start. The motive 
for developing these technologies was to help create 
nuclear families - fanlilies composed of a husband, a 
wife, and their biological children. It is a sign of the 
cultural power of this family ideal that so many cou­
ples remain detennined to achieve it, even in the fa ce 
of the expense and llllcertainty associated with some 
of the newer technologies. These couples are not only 
seeking the love and companionship that children can 
provide, or the opportunity to nurture and protect. 
Many of them presumably share a deeper, more elu­
sive desire as well, one that they believe can only be 
satisfied by some form of biological involvement in the 
creation of a child. That is to say, they wish to have 
children that are essentially their own. 

Until the advent of reproductive technologies, the 
fulfillment of this w ish was possible only for couples 
able to conceive and ges tate w ithout assistance. 
Reproductive technologies have extended the possibil­
ity to those who are unable to procreate naturally. Yet 
the impact of these technologies may exceed, and to 

some extent confound , this limited goa l. This is 
because the technologies do not 111erely enable couples 
previously diagnosed as infertile to reproduce. They 
also a llo w third parties to become biologically 
involved in the making of a child; and as a result, they 
raise questions about what it actually means for a child 
to be essentially one's own. For instance, in the case of 
artificial insemination, a wife may be impregnated not 
with her husband's sperm, but with that of a donor. 
With in vitro fertilization, the ovum may be donated, 
fertilized in the laboratory, and then implanted in the 
wOlnan's uterus. And in surrogacy arrangements, a 
third party may become biologically involved in one 
of two ways. If a couple's own gametes are fertilized 
in vitro, and the resulting embryo is implanted in the 
WOlllb of another W0111an, that woman bears the child 
as a gestational surrogate. If, however, the surrogate is 
inseminated artificially with the husband's sperm, she 
conceives and bears the child for the couple as a gel1etic 
su rrogate. 

Over tlte past few decades, scientists and 
plt1Jsicians have developed various forms of 
assisted reproduction - teelwologies tltat 

make possible tlte creation of children outside 
of the normal reproductive process. 

Thus, as Victor Weedn has observed, reproductive 
teclulologies have made it possible for a child to have 
as many as fi ve parents: a genetic father, a rearing 
father, a genetic mother, a gestational mother, and a 
rearing mother. Of course, most of the families result­
ing from the use of these technologies will not be quite 
so elaborate. Nonetheless, it remains tru e that where 
there used to be only two ways of obtaining children 
- through natural parenting or through adoption -
there are now intermedia te possibilities. 

Consider the example of surrogacy. A surrogacy 
arrallge111ent may allow a 111an in an infertile marriage 
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to become a biological father; from one point of view, 
it gives hiln a chance at something like natural parent­
ing. But since the birth lTIother in a surrogacy contract 
is relinquishing the child she has borne, the arrange­
ment is, frOIn another point of view, like an adoption. 
This is all the lnore true in genetic surrogacy, where 
the surrogate has contributed the ovum as well as the 
gestational site, and the man's wife has no biological 
tie to the child she will help to raise. 

Inevitably, these new forms of biological involve­
ment, and the social arrangements that acc01npany 
them, have raised important legal and ethical ques­
tions. We address two of them: first, the extent to 
which these technologies are subject to the regulatory 
regime of adoption or the laissez-faire regime of unas­
sisted "natural" reproduction; second, the extent to 
which these technologies can be used in creating and 
legitimizing alternative families. 

In ollr society, biological ties have been crucial 
to ollr characterization of the family and to the 

legal statlls that families enjoy. 

The Importance of Biological Ties 

In our society, biological ties have been crucial to 
our characterization of the family and to the legal sta­
tus that families enjoy. Fertile couples are free to have 
as many children as they wish, whatever their capaci­
ties as nurturers and providers, while adoptive par­
ents are carefully screened and subject to elaborate 
regulations. Although in theory the rights of natural 
parents may be restricted in order to promote the best 
interests of the child, it is widely assumed that the 
child's best interests lie in being raised by the natural 
parents. Judges rarely inquire into such matters except 
when something goes wrong: when the parents' 
claims conflict, as in divorce and custody disputes 
(where the mother was, until recently, presumed the 
better parent), or when there are indications of abuse 
or neglect. Proposals for licenSing natural parents 
meet with much the same resistance as proposals for 
deregulating adoption. 

In opening up a range of reproductive options 
between natural parenting and adoption, the new 
reproductive technologies may force us to confront the 
disparity in the legal and social treatment of the two 
standard ways of obtaining children. We must deter­
mine whether the privileged status of natural parent­
ing will be extended to assisted reproduction, or 
whether assisted reproduction will be heavily regulat-
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ed, as adoption is, in "the best interests of the child." 
In deciding how to regulate new reproductive tech­
nologies, we will be deciding the importance of biolog­
ical involvement and genetic contribution in confer­
ring the authority to raise children. 

Thus far, the claims of the new technologies to be 
assisting natural reproduction rather than offering 
new forms of adoption appear to have prevailed in 
this country. As Elizabeth Bartholet points out, there 
is almost no protective regulation in the United States 
to govern reproductive technologies. The lega l 
response has not been univocal, however; it varies 
with technology, gender, marital status, and sexual 
orientation. If we look only at the example of artificial 
insemination by a donor, it might appear that a lais­
sez-faire regime has prevailed. Courts and state legis­
latures in this country generally permit a WOlnan, mar­
ried or not, to conceive a child with a stranger's semen, 
without the stranger acquiring any parental claims, as 
long as procedures securing his anonymity are 
respected. The donor is free to contract away any 
rights flowing from his genetic connection to the child, 
and he is bound by his signature despite any subse­
quent misgivings he may have. 

Accordingly, a semen donor has never succeeded in 
establishing his parental rights against an inseminated 
mother who followed the statutory procedure for 
donor insemination. As of 1990, statutes in 31 states 
had made the donor insemination recipient and her 
consenting spouse the legal parents of any resulting 
children, and 18 of these statutes explicitly provide 
that the sperm donor is not the legal father. The pur­
pose of such laws is to guarantee that the family creat­
ed by donor insemination looks like one created 
through natural parenting; the child is to have only 
one father. Still, Professor Bartholet argues that the 
laws governing parental rights in donor inS€lnination 
cases actually constitute an absence of regulation, since 
they ensure "that the state will not engage in the 
parental screening or other inquiries that it insists on 
in the traditional adoption context." 

Couples desiring children have far less freedom to 
treat a stranger's womb, in contrast to a stranger's 
selnen, as a reproductive aid. In many states a biologi­
cal mother cannot be compelled to relinquish her 
parental rights to the child she has borne, even if she 
contracted with a couple to bear the child as a surro­
gate. Specifically, 11 of the 17 states that have laws 
addressing surrogacy have banned enforcement of 
commercial surrogacy contracts, and one - Michigan 
- has crirninalized participation in a surrogacy 
arrangelnent. Florida prohibits cOlnmercial surrogacy 
but allows surrogacy without payment, with a 7-day 
postnatal withdrawal option (a provision similar to 
that found in all state adoption statutes). Only two 
states, Arkansas and New Hampshire, explicitly per-
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mit surrogacy and provide that the married couple 
w ho enter into an appropriate su rrogacy contract 
thereby become the child 's legal parents. 

It may not be surprising that the parental rights of 
an anonymous sperm donor do not have the same 
force as those of a birth mother in a surrogacy arrange­
ment. Under Anglo-American family law, paternity 
has long been defined not only on the basis of a man's 
biological relationship to a child, but also according to 
his social relationship with its mother. For example, 
the law has established a strong presumption of pater­
nity in the husband, and until recently American 
courts allowed a hu sband to "legitimate" his wife's 
child by adoption without the knowledge or consent 
of its biological father. In contrast, the law traditional­
ly gives great weight to the parental rights of a birth 
mother. 

There is a second element that helps account for the 
disparate legal reception accorded to donor insemina­
tion and surrogacy, and that is the difference between 
donating gametes and providing gestation. In the 
well-known Baby M case (1988), the New Jersey 
Supreme Court held that even if this difference lay 
only "in the time it takes to provide sperm for artificial 
insemination and the time invested in a nine-month 

SIGNE 
PHILADELPHIA DAILY. NEWS 
Philadelphia 
USA 

pregnancy," that alone would "justify automatically 
divesting the sperm donor of his parental rights with­
out automatically divesting a surrogate mother," 
Though in fact the court awarded Baby M to the cou­
ple who had contracted for her, it refused to treat the 
case as a contractual dispute; instead, it voided the 
contract, conducted a careful inquiry into the child's 
best interests, and gave the surrogate the visitation 
rights that the trial court had denied her. In deciding 
such cases, the courts have clearly been influenced by 
the fact that surrogacy looks far more like adoption 
than does donor insemination. What ultimatel y 
changes hands is not a vial of semen but a live baby, 
taken from a birth mother biologically and sometimes 
emotionally prepared to nurture it. Nonetheless, the 
time, effort, risk, and attachment involved in gestation 
may not keep it from being treated as a contractual 
service when it is not conjoined with a genetic link. In 
the California case JOh11S011 v. Calvert, a court awarded 
exclusive custody to the genetic parents of a child born 
to a gestational surrogate, terminating the sLUfogate's 
parental rights, and at least two other courts have 
issued declaratory orders that make the genetic moth­
er the legal mother of a child carried by a gestational 
surrogate. 

Signe WiLkinson/Philadelphia DaiLy News 
Reprinted with speciaL permission of 

Cartoonists & Writers Syndicate 
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The j OhllSOI1 court made its decision on two grounds 
tha t refl ect the ambivalence and complexity of the 
legal response to the new reproductive technologies. 
First, the court emphasized the genetic link between 
the couple and the child, citing twin stud ies purport­
ing to show the contribution of genetics to intelligence 
and other impo rtant human traits . As Rochell e 
Cooper Dreyfuss and Dorothy Nelkin argue, the court 
defined the child as a "genetic entity" and assumed 
that "shared genes are the crucial basis of human rela­
tionships." At the saIne tilne, in cutting off the surro­
gate's visita tion rights, the court also emphasized that 
it wished to establish a f3ll"lily with the normal com­
plement of parents, on the grounds that "two parents 
are better than three." 

These two rationales - asserting the im portance of 
genetic connection, on the one hand , and that of the 
two-pare nt family, on the o th er - converged in 
johl1son v. Cn/verl, with the resu lt that the parental 
rights of the contracting couple were upheld . But the 
two rationales diverge in cases of assisted reproduc­
tion where a third "parent" makes a genetic contribu­
tion to the child . And the " two-parent" rationale 
comes under challenge w hen the two prospective par­
ents desiring children are not a husband and w ife, or 
even a boyfriend and girlfriend, but a gay or lesbian 
couple. 

Alternative Families 
Legal efforts to limit the use of the new reproductive 

technologies to married, or at 1east heterosexua l cou­
ples, have been made even in countries whose official 
policy favors "reproductive autonomy." For example, 
the French Senate is considering legislation that would 
restrict the use of in vitro fertili zation and other fertili ­
ty techniques to in fer tile heterosexual couples who are 
of reprod uctive age. By limiting the use of reproduc­
tive technology to heterosexual couples (though not 
necessarily married ones), the French la w would pre­
vent Sing le WOlnCll, and gay or lesbian couples, from 
receiving medical assistance in procreation. The obvi­
OliS goal of such restrictions is to discourage the cre­
ation of alternatives to the nuclea r famil y. 

While s llch legal restrictions are fare in this country 
- only Connecticu t and Oklahoma explicitly prohibit 
the lise of donor insemination by unmarried women 
- 21 states require that artificial insemination be per­
formed by a physician, and the medica l establishmen t 
has generally served as the gatekeeper of reproductive 
technology, restricting its use to people it perceives to 
be fit parents - specifically, married couples. 

Despite such laws, this medical monopoly has start­
ed breaking down. Largely because of the ease and 
safety of self-ad ministration, donor insemination wi th­
out the assistance of a physicia n is increasing ly being 
employed by people who wish to raise children out-
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side of traditional marriage. In most cases, the alterna­
tive fam ilies created in this way have not been ham­
pered by the absence of lega l recognition, since the 
ad ults forming them have long relied on informal 
norms to regulate their lives. However, in cases where 
disputes have emerged over parental rights, the courts 
have often taken the opportunity to try to provide the 
child with as close an approximation to a nuclear fami ­
ly as circumstances allow. One result of this tendency 
is that the rights of biologica l fathers - which have lit­
tle force in cases of donor insemination involving a 
rnarried woman - have more often been affirmed. 

The medical establishment has generally served 
as the gatekeeper of reprodllctive tec/mologJ}, 

restricting its lise to people it perceives to be fit 
parents - specifically, married cOllples. 

For example, in C M. v. CC, a New Jersey court held 
that a donor who had been dating a woman at the 
time she inseminated herself was entitled to "the privi­
leges of fatherhood ." The court based its decision on 
"a policy favoring the requirement that the child be 
provided with a fa ther as well as a mother." Other 
courts may not have relied so ex plicitly on that policy, 
but they have generally recognized the parental rights 
of a semen donor who was acqua inted with the recipi­
ent and agreed to inseminate her. 

A further legal question confronting some alterna­
tive families is whether the lesbian partner of a woman 
w ho ha s received donor insen1illation can cla im 
parental rights to the resulting child . Until recently, 
most courts were reluctan t to gra nt such rights, but 
this ma y now be changing. According to the Lesbian 
and Gay Rights Project of the America n Civil Liberties 
Union, lesbians seeking to become the adoptive par­
ents of their partners' children have won at the trial 
court level in "probably hundreds of cases," most of 
th e m on the Wes t Coast. Tn Vennont and 
Massachusetts, two states in w hich lesbian partners 
have been refused permission to adopt a partner's 
child, appellate courts will be reviewing the cases and 
issu ing rulings later this year. Two other s tates, 
Florida and New Hampshire, have laws specifically 
prohibiting adoptions by parhlers of the same sex, but 
the Florida law is currently under legal challenge. 

Meanwhile, alternative fam ilies have begun to win 
formal recognition from employers, insurers, and gov­
ernnient agencies, and they will continue to receive 
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judicial assistance in defending their arrangements 
against the clailns of third parties and in resolving 
their own disputes about those arrangen1ents. 

Two Parents, Not Three 
The extension of legal recognition to alternative fam­

ilies has sometimes been criticized on the grounds that 
such recognition erodes the privileged status of the 
nuclear family. But the challenge posed by new family 
structures may not lie primarily in the legal realm at 
a ll. For example, such structures may offer a model of 
child-rearing that is a more modest, and therefore 
more acceptable, alternative to the nuclear family than 
the collective child-rearing arrangelnents of com­
munes or kibbutzim. Critics of such arrangements 
have worried that the child of many is the child of 
none; they cite the findings of psychologists suggest­
ing that children do better having a s table, intimate 
relationship with at least one adult. 

Yet there is no reason to think that a cooperative 
child-rearing arrangement among three or four adults 
would preclude the child 's atta ining stable intimacy 
with one or all of them. Now that reproductive tech­
nology makes it possible for more than two adults to 
have a biological role in the creation of a child, why 
shouldn' t social arrangements develop that acknowl­
edge this reality? In custody cases involving surroga­
cy, most courts have assumed that the child could only 
belong to one conventional family or the other, rather 
than to an extended family created by the surrogacy 
arrangement. Although this assumption may reflect 
the way the options have been framed by the contend­
ing parties, it does not necessarily reflect the best inter­
ests of the child . 

In custody cases involving surrogacy, most 
courts have assumed that the child could ollly 
be/ollg to olle conventiollal fam ily or the other, 

rather than to an extended family created by 
the surrogacy arrangement. 

Other observers are concerned that even the modest 
probferation of parents in "uncon tested" surrogacies 
wil l lead to confusion for children and adults alike. 
The procedures established to lnaintain the anonynuty 
of genetic parents in adoption and donor insemination 
are attempts to avoid such confusion - to ensure that 
the legal parents are the child's only parents. But con­
fu s ion does not necessarily lead to con flict; and 
although it is certainly destructive for a child to be 
subject to protracted custody battles, there are no 
grounds for assuluing that such conflicts will be 1110re 

frequent or harsh with three- or four-parent falnilies 
than with two-parent families. For all we know, role 
ambiguity may actually ease conflict. The participants 
in a surrogacy arrangement sometimes struggle for 
cu stody, but at other times they evolve wa rm , if 
unconventional, relationships. In some successful sur­
rogacies, the participants describe themselves as form ­
ing an ex tended falnily , in which the s urrogate 
becomes an aunt or god mother to the children she ges­
tates and her own children become their cousins. If it 
is indeed true that such arrangements threaten the 
monopoly of the nuclear family, that is a problem for 
its defenders, not for the children brought up in alter­
native families. 

In some cases, children would do better being 
raised in fami lies other titan their own; in other 
cases, adu lts would do better having children 

other than t lreir own as companions, 
proteges, or heirs. 

To a large extent, the defense of the nuclear family 
as an institution rests on two daims: that it is the most 
effective 111eans of satisfying the emotional and practi­
cal needs of children, and that it can best accommo­
date the desire of adults to have children. Yet in prac­
tice, the nuclear fami ly can fall short in two typical 
ways. In some cases, children would do better being 
raised in falnilies .other than their own; in other cases, 
adu lts would do better ha ving children o ther than 
their own a s c0111panions, proteges, or hei rs . 
Moreover, the two justifications for the nuclear family 
sometimes conflict: the child ' s interests may be ill­
served by giving the biological parents the satisfaction 
of raising that child. Assessing whether the nudear 
family makes good on its claims is a matter of fact, 
interpretation, and value; it depend s on how well chil­
dren and adults fare under its auspices, on what alter­
natives we compare it to, and on how we understand 
the needs and desires that it is supposed to satisfy. 

Avoiding Extremes 
It is true tha t the grea ter reproductive freedo111 made 

possibl e by technology ha s its dark side. In s tates 
where surrogacy has been outlawed, critics have suc­
cessfu lly argued that it too easily leads to the exploita­
tion of less affluent women, who are induced to sell 
not only their gestational services, but also their as-yet­
uncreated children. There are concerns tha t in vitro 
fertili zation, by separating conception from the rest of 
the ges tational process, may strengthen a growing 
trend toward viewing the pregnant woman and her 
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fetus as separate enti ties, often with adverse in terests. 
And although the development of reproductive tech­
nology was spurred by the desire of infertile couples 
for children, there are fears that children procured 
through this technology will be wanted for the wrong 
reasons, as market goods whose characteristics may be 
selected in advance, rather than as uniquely valuable 
persons. 

Tn ord er to gu a rd agains t s uch harms, we m ay 
decide that reprod uctive teclmology ought to be more 
strictly regulated. The challenge we face is to avoid 
the two extremes described by Will K yrnlicka: on the 
one hand, "a Hobbesian world of markets in bodies 
and services," and, on the other, "an Orwellian world 
of parental licenses and judicia l restrictions." If we 
respond successfull y, the role of reproductive tech­
nologies in facili tating alternative parenting arrange­
men ts may prove to be healthy and libera ting. The 
fl ourishing of families will depend on the capacity of 
OUT legal and social order to accommodate new forms 
of parenting, and on the capacity of the nuclear family 
to survive and flour ish without a legal monopoly. 

- David Wasserman and Robert Wachbroit 

This article is adapted and condensed from an essay that first 
appeared in Clil/ics ill Laboratory Medicillc, vo l. 12, no. 3 
(September 1992). SOlITces: Victor N. Weedn, "Reproductive 
Patien ts," in American College of Lega l Medicinc, Legal 
Medicine: Legnl Dyllamics of Medical EIICOI/Ilters (C.y, Mosby, 
1990); Ferd inand Schoeman, "Rights of Child ren, Rights of 
Parents, and the Moral Basis of the Family," Ethics, vol. 91, 
no, 6 (1980); H, LaFoUette, "Licensing Parents," Pllilosoplty & 
PI/ blic Affairs, vol. 9, no , 182 (1980); El izabe th Bartho let, 
Family BOllds: Adoptioll (Illd the Pulitics of ParClltillg (Hough ton 
Miffli n, 1993); US Congress OTA BA-358, Infertility: Medical 
alld Social Choices (1988); "Comment: The Unwed Father's 
Rights in Adoption Proceedings," AlballY unu Review, vol, 40, 
no, 543 (1976); Rochelle Cooper Dreyfuss and Dorothy 
Nelkin, "The Jurisprudence of Ge nctics," Vallder/Jilt Law 
Review, vol. 45, no, 2 (1992); Robin Herman, "France Defines 
the Eth ics of High-Tech Medicine," The Washing ton Post 
(April 20, "1993); O. Wikler and N,J. Wikler, "Turkey-Baster 
Babies: The Demedicaliza tion of Artificial Insemination," 
Milba1lk Qllflrterly, vol. 69, no. 1 (1991); "Gay Adoption Cases 
Go 1"0 Appeals Courts," The New York Times (April 18, 1993); 
Ethics Committee of the American Fertility SOciety, "Ethical 
Conside ra tions in the New Reprod uctive Techno logies," 
Fertility alld Sterility, supplemen t (990); J. Goldstein, A, 
Freud, and A. Solnit, Beyolld tile Besl II/terests of the CI,ild (The 
Free Press, 1973); L. Andrews, Belweeu Strmlgers (Harper & 
Row, 1989); M, Field , SI/rrogate MotilerllOod: The Legal alld 
Hlllllall IsslIes (Harvard University Press, 1988); Barbara Ka tz­
Rothman, Recreatillg Mother/load: ldl.'Ology alld Tecllllolagy ill a 
Pntriarclwl Society (W .W. Nor to n, 1989); Will Kym licka, 
"Rethinking the Family," Philosophy & Pllblic Affairs, vol. 20, 
110.77 (1991). 

Thinking About Teenage Childbearing 

L ast December, the Bal timore city health depart­
ment announced a pilot program designed to make 

the long-term contraceptive Norplant available to sex­
ually active teenage women w ho could not otherwise 
afford it. The new program, funded by a private foun­
da tion, began in a p ublic high school for pregnant 
teenagers and young mothers, and d urin g the first 
four months, nine students received the contraceptive 
implant. In August the city health commissioner pro­
p osed ex tendin g the progra m to fi ve addi t io na l 
school-based clinics which already offer an array of 
birth control methods. 

ConSisting of five small capsules inserted into the 
inner side of the upper forearm, Norplant achieves its 
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con traceptive effect by releasin g a hormone (lev­
onorgesto l) grad uall y over a period of five years. 
Reported side effects include weight gain and irregu­
lar bleeding. Because Norplant contains no estrogen, 
it does not present many of the health risks associated 
w ith oral con traceptives, If a woman decides to have 
the capsules removed, fertility is restored more quick­
ly than with other hormonal methods. According to 
the Population Council, which sponsored the research 
leading to the development of Norplant, 1.8 million 
women have used the method worldwide, and clinical 
tria ls involving 30,000 volunteers have been conducted 
in 44 countries, 

Ba ltimore is the firs t city in the nation to provide 
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Norplant in school-based clinics, and its program has 
become the center of a national debate focusing 
renewed attention on the problem of teenage child­
bearing. During this debate, people with a wide vari­
ety of political views and policy orientations have 
Inade themselves heard, longtime alliances have splin­
tered apart, and new coalitions ha ve sprung up 
between disparate constituencies. In this context, it is 
worth asking why teenage childbearing is such a per­
sistent source of controversy, and how the Norplant 
debate in Baltimore illuminates the issues that sur­
round it. 

Interpreting the Numbers 
Since 1960, the teenage birth rate in the United States 

- that is, the percentage of teenage wonlen who bear 
a child - has declined substantially, although there 
has been a slight reversal in this downward trend 
since 1985. This means that even as concern about 
teenage childbearing has intensified during the past 
three decades, the probability that a teenage woman 
from virtually any racial, etlulic, or economic category 
will become a mother has actually diminished. How 
can we account for the discrepancy between levels of 
concern and the actual demographic trend? 

We might start by noting that there are other indica­
tors, apart from the teenage birth rate, to suggest how 
large a problem teenage childbearing might be. For 
example, the teenagers of the 1960s and early 70s were 
members of the baby boom generation, and this group 
was so enormous in size that, even with a smaller per­
centage becoming mothers, the absolute lUunber of babies 
born to teenagers went up. This made teenage child­
bearing more visible than it had been before. At the 
saIne time, birth rates among older women were 
declining, and doing so more quickly than the birth 
rates among teenagers. As a result, births to teenagers 
began to comprise a larger percentage of total babies born 
than in the past. The pregnancy rate for teenagers has 
also risen steadily over the past three decades - a 
trend almost wholly attributable to the sharp increase 
in sexual activity anlong young people. The main rea­
son that the teenage birth rate has not kept pace with 
the rising pregnancy rate is that teenagers as a group 
are having a great many abortions. According to one 
estimate, the proportion of teenage pregnancies ended 
by abortion increased from 20 percent in 1972 to 40 
percent in 1987. 

Even as the teenage birth rate has proven to be an 
incomplete measure of the problem of teenage child­
bearing, the nature and meaning of the problem have 
changed over these past thirty years. In the first place, 
teenage childbearing is increasingly concentrated 
aIuong the inner-city poor. The various indicators I 
have cited are often twice as high among urban resi­
dents as they are in the population as a whole. 

Moreover, the likelihood that a teenage nlother is also 
a single mother has increased dramatically over this 
saIne period. Non-marital childbearing is a major fac­
tor contributing to the increase in the number of peo­
ple - especially children - who live in households 
headed by unmarried WOlnen, and who for this reason 
are more likely to live in poverty. Moreover, the edu­
cational deficits which have always been associated 
with teenage childbearing have become more 
troubling than they once were, in view of increased 
expectations that women will enter the labor force to 
support or help support their families . 

Even as concern about teenage childbearing has 
intensified during tire past tlrree decades, tire 

probabilitlJ tlrat a teenage woman frolll 
virtually allY racial, ethnic, 01' economic 

category will become a mother ltas 
actually diminished. 

As teenage childbearing has come to be seen as a 
social problem, various schools of thought have arisen 
among those who are trying to find a solution. 
Although many individuals may not feel entirely at 
home in anyone of these schools, and will blend ideas 
from one or more of them in devising their own 
response, we may nonetheless identify four different 
perspectives, which I will present as characteristic of 
conservative traditionalists, public health practitioners, 
critics of welfare dependency, and liberal activists. 
Each school is distinguished by a particular world 
view concerning the fundamental nature of human 
beings and what motivates their behavior. These 
world views lead their proponents to adopt widely 
divergent ideas about why teenagers have babies and 
what, if anything, to do about it. 

Conservative Traditionalists 
Conservative traditionalists believe that teenage 

childbearing is part of a larger failure, both moral and 
cultural, that has undermined the stability of 
A merican society. They link the increase in sexual 
activity among teenagers to the prevalence of sexually 
explicit unages Ul the popular media; they lament the 
breakdown of once-powerful taboos against sexual 
relationships outside of marriage; and they argue that 
the bonds of sexual attraction have taken precedence 
over those between parent and child and among kin 
and cOlmnunity. In addition, conservative traditional­
ists criticize what they see as the fainily's loss of priva­
cy and autonomy before the encroachments of the 
state. Thus they oppose sex education in public 
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schools, arguing that their right to transmit moral val­
ues to their children is undermined by programs that 
aspire to be "morally neutral." 

Many conservative traditionalists wish to establish a 
socia l and moral consensus about the formation and 
cond uct of fa milies, so that religious teachings, the 
civil code, and the content of school curricula would 
be virtually identical with respect to ideas about fam i­
ly life. For others, the p rimary goal is to return to an 
earl ier understanding of gender roles. If only implicit­
ly, they favor a return to the "separate spheres" for 
men and women that were characteristic of Victorian 
society, and they object to changes 111 social and fa mil­
ial arrangements that they associate with contempo­
rary feminism. Kristin Luker, in her stud y of pro-life 
and pro-choice activists, points out that many women 
among the conservative traditionalists are homemak­
ers w ho feci that their roles as homemakers, as com­
munity builders, and especially as mothers have been 
unfairly denigrated since the 1960s; their decision not 
to seek se.lf-val idation in the workplace has made them 
marginal fi gures in the new society. 

The social cri ticism offered by the conservative trad i­
tionalists has won a hearing even among people who 
do not share their religiolls views or their ideologica l 
commitments. In particular, a growing number of 
"outsiders" to this perspective concede that the pur­
suit of ind ividual happiness as a primary goa l has 
weakened the sense of commitment necessary to sus­
ta in fam ilies. But these outsiders are also quick to 
point out that conservative traditionalists are not in the 
forefront of efforts to enact legal and politica l reforms 
on behalf of children and troubled families. Wa ry of 
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government intervention, and intent upon lnaintain­
ing conventional lines of authority within the family, 
conservative traditionalists tend to favor the rights of 
parents over the rights of children, or indeed to deny 
that child ren hnve rights. This is one reason why the 
issue of parental notification emerges in debates such 
as the one in Ba ltim ore over the provision of Norplant. 
Ins tead of lnaking fa rnil y planning services 1110re 
w idely available, conservative traditionalists favor 
drastic restrictions on access to contraception and the 
outlawing of abortion. 

Public Hea lth P ractition ers 

The world view of publiC heal th practitioners begins 
with faith in the pOSSibility of human flourishing, and 
with optiInism about each person's ability to overcome 
both harmful inclinati ons and unfavorable circum­
stances. This world view developed at the turn of the 
century when, fresh from the technological achieve­
ments of the Industrial Revolu tion, Western nations 
set out to reduce the incidence of infec tious disease 
among th eir citizens. Remarkable success in thi s 
endeavor led to new efforts on two fronts: an attempt 
to repea t the performance in less developed countries, 
where infectious disease was sti ll the major cause of 
dea th; and a new foclls on degenerative diseases, 
which had taken the place of infec tious diseases as the 
major kill ers in Europe and among the overseas 
European populations. 

It was in connection with this second effort that pub­
lic health practitioners first began to think seriously 
abou t behavioral change as a co mponent of public 
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health intervention. This idea was all the more influ­
ential by mid-century, when the focus of public health 
efforts had expanded yet again to include not only the 
prevention of degenerative diseases (such as lung ca n­
cer), but also a red uction in other causes of death and 
injury (such as automobile accidents). Such efforts 
required interventions that would motivate people to 
adjust their habitual behavior - to quit smoking, for 
example, or to usc scat belts. The techniques adopted 
for this purpose included mass communications and 
one-on-one interactions targeted to members of specif­
ic groups. Public health practitioners had, of course, 
advocated and promoted beha vioral change in the 
past. But in fanner times, the needed changes were 
more often mad e at the collective level - as when a 
town decided to install a proper drainage system- or 
else they involved isolated actions, such as havi ng a 
child vaccinated, rather than habitual ones. 

Public health practitioners assume that people 
oftel! act against their own best interest - out 
of habit, ignorance, addiction, or insufficient 

motivation to change. 

Public health practitioners take two assumptions for 
granted in their approach. First, they assume that peo­
ple often act aga inst their own best interest - out of 
habit, ignorance, addiction, 'or insufficient motivation 
to change. Second, they assume that technical experts, 
be they doctors, epidemiologists, or social scientists, 
are in a position to know what is good or bad for peo­
ple and to promote certain behaviors over others. The 
latter assumption clearly reflects the fact that public 
health practice waS forged in order to conquer disease, 
a complex phenomenon that most la y people do not 
pretend to understand. 

Public health practitioners tend to believe that they 
should respond to teenage childbearing much as they 
ha ve responded to automobile fatalities and lung can­
cer. That is, they believe that the solution is to provide 
interventions modeled on those they have used to pre­
vent disease or injury. In order to change the habitual 
behavior. of sexually active teenagers, they would pro­
vide sex education and access to effective contracep­
tion. They also favor, as a backup measure, making 
abortion services available to teenage women. 

Welfare Reformers and Liberal Activists 
Though they belong to different schools of thought, 

critics of welfare dependency (hereafter referred to as 
"welfare reformers" ) and liberal activists share a fUI1-

damenta l convic ti on about human nature: they 
believe that the majority of people perceive their own 
best interest, and act in accordance with it, most of the 
time. Tn this respect, they might justly claim to be even 
more optimis tic than public health practitioners 
<though welfare reformers, as proponents of the "d is­
mal sc ience," are se ld om perceived that way). 
Members of both these groups argue that the problem 
of teenage childbearing is rooted in an economic and 
normative soc ial context which provides too few 
incentives to delay parenthood until after marriage 
(and therefore until adulthood), and too few disincen­
tives to avoid eClrly childbea ring. 

The key differences between welfare reformers and 
liberal acti vists elnerge when we consider their intel­
lectual influences and the policies they reconll11end. 
Though both groups lllay include scholars, politicians, 
and wha t have come to be known as "policy wonks," 
welfare reformers tend to affirm middle-class values 
and the free market, whereas liberal activists are usual­
ly motivated by a commitment to a libera tion move­
ment, such as feminism or civil rights. Tn their policy 
agenda, welfare reformers usually advocate disiJlcen­
tive measures: making eligibility for Aid to Families 
with Dependent Ch ildren (AFDC) contingent upon 
contra ceptive use, for example, or e liminating the 
increase in benefits which now occurs when a woman 
on AFDC bears a child conceived after benefits have 
begun. Those who favor such measures have been 
largely responsible for the recent tightening of pater­
nal child support en forcement. In contras t, liberal 
activists more often focus on illcel1tive programs, as 
when feminists propose increases in women's wages, 
or anti-poverty activis ts support jobs programs, job 
training, and better schools. 

On the issue of teenage childbea ring, welfare 
reformers and liberal activists tend to agree on two 
things. First, they believe that the restricted access to 
contraception and abortion favored by conservative 
traditionalists would result in an in crease in the 
teenage birth rate. Second, they agree that efforts to 
change the behavior of individ ual you ng women are 
111isguided if they occur in the absence of s tructural 
changes in the young women's socia l and economic 
circumstances. But whereas the welfare reformers 
view the efforts of public hea lth practitioners as well­
meaning but ineffective, the liberal activists are lnore 
li kely to see them as paternalistic, or even (in the 
absence of structural change) immoral. "Of w hat use 
is it to persuade young women to succeed in school, 
when even wornen's jobs that require high Levels of 
education pay so poorly?" asks the feminist. "Why set 
lip a clinic in a school when most young women who 
bear children as adolescents drop out of schoollnore 
than nine months before the birth?" asks the anti­
poverty activist. 
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The Norplant Controversy in Baltimore 
With this background, we can begin to understand 

the controversy over the Norplant program for school­
based clinics in Baltimore. The distribution of contra­
ceptives in such clinics is a prototypical public health 
intervention. Opposition to such programs is now 
coming 111ainly from conservative traditionalists, who 
regard the provision of contraceptives in schools as a 
signal to students that sexual activity is condoned by 
school authorities. However, as we shall see, there is 
also opposition from a coalition of liberal activists. 

Public health practitioners respond to the conserva­
tive challenge by arguing that the provision of contra­
ceptives is primarily a health issue, and not a moral or 
political one. This response is entirely in keeping with 
the belief underlying the public hea lth approach: that 
teenage childbearing should be addressed as if it were 
a disease. From a public health standpoint, a program 
that makes contraceptives available in schools is 
morally neutral, just as a program distributing clean 
needles to heroin addicts in order to prevent the 
spread of AIDS is morally neutral. But conservative 
traditionalists ins ist that such interventions are not 
morally neutral at all - and some liberal activists 
agree with them. 

In fact, the voices of liberal activists have been espe­
cially prOlninent in the Norplant debate. Many femi­
nists, who generally support efforts to expand access 
to contraception, are uneasy about providing Norplant 
il1 school-based clinics. Specifically, they question 
whether earlier Norplant safety studies are applicable 
to inner-city teenagers, many of whom smoke, are in 
poor health, and have limited access to hea lth care. 
African-American community leaders have similar 
concerns - which should come as no surprise since 
Africa n-Americans, like w omen, have a history of 
being used as guinea pigs by the medical establish­
ment. In addition, some African-American leaders 
have accused the city health department of "targeting" 
their community for fertility reduction out of racist or 
"genocidal" motives. Others have pointed to studies 
and statistics challenging the view that teenage child­
bearing diminishes the life prospects of poor African­
American women; given the risk factors that these 
women alread y confront, some research suggests that 
early parenthood does not appreCiably worsen their 
condition. 

There is also a broader politica l context which helps 
to explain the liberal activist opposition to Baltimore's 
Norplant program. Shortly after city health officials 
announced their plans last December, the governor of 
Maryland suggested that he was willing to consider 
targeting certain groups, such as prisoners and women 
on public assistance, for long-term contraceptives and 
sterilization as part of a comprehensive agenda of wel­
fare reform and crime prevention. The gove rnor 
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specifically mentioned Norplant in his State of the 
State address to the General Assembly in January. The 
measures he proposed for consideration are strikingly 
similar to those that feminists and other activists have 
judged to be coercive when adopted by family plan­
ning programs in less developed countries. Such mea­
sures also fall squarely into the category of disincen­
tive approaches typically favored by welfare reform­
ers. In opposing the Norplant program in Baltimore, 
liberal activists were also taking a stand against what 
they see as a broader attempt to control the reproduc­
tive lives of the minority poor. It is certain that the 
prominence of Norplant in the governor's remarks 
had an impact on the debate about providing the con­
traceptive to teenage women in Baltimore's 5chool­
based clinics. 

Some African-America" leaders flave accused 
the citl] Ilealth department of "targeting" tlteir 
commllnity for ferti/itl] redllction Ollt of racist 

or "genocidal" motives. 

Implications 
What are the implications of this widely noted 

debate for government policy regarding teenage child­
bearing - or family policy generally - in the 1990s? 

First, the results of the 1992 election signaled the end 
of sweeping federa l support for the agenda of the con­
servative traditionalists. Among those who hold other 
views, the neutralization of a common adversary is 
likely to cause a series of ruptures and realignments. 
WeUare reformers and liberal activists will differ more 
sharply on the question of whether incentives or disin­
centives are the best way to cultivate civic virtue and 
personal responsibility. More important, liberal 
activists will intensify their criticism of public health 
initiatives that they deem to be paternalistic or implic­
itly racist. They may not hesitate to form alliances 
with conservative traditionalists in opposing these 
programs, espeCially if they believe that the programs 
are vulnerable to cooptation by weUare reformers. In 
the African-American com.munity, where Christian 
and Muslim clergy and activist leaders often have clos­
er ties than in other settings, new alliances of this kind 
are especially likely to develop. 

The politica l d ebate in this country over how to 
address social problems, including teenage childbear­
ing and other objects of family policy, has been largely 
suppressed, at least at the national level, for more than 
a decade. As long as conservative traditionalists dom-
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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 

Bonnie Thornton Dill, professor of women's studies and <lffil­
iate professor of sociulogy at the University of Maryland, and 
Maxine BJca Zinn, professor of sociology and senior research 
associate at the Ju\iCln Samora Research Institute <It Michigan 
State University, are the co-edi tors of the forthcoming WOII/I'II 

of Color ill U.S. Society (Temple Universi ty Press, wi nter 1994). 
Sandra Patton is a d octoral cCl ndida te in the American 
Studies department at the University of Marylillld . 

Sources: Barbar<l D<lfoe Wh itehead, "Dan Quayle Was 
Right," Aflnllfic (A pril 1993); Stephanie Coontz, The Wn.l! We 
Newr Wt're: AmcricnJl Fnmilies nlld lilt' Nostn/gin Trnp (Basic 
Books, 1992); Rosali nd Pollack Petchesky, Abortioll nJl(I 
Womt'll's Choice: TIlt' S/nll.', Sl'x//n/ify, miff RelJrodllclivl' FmYiolll 
(Northeas tern University Press, 1990); And rew J. Cheri in, 
Marringe, Divorce, Rl'lIInrringe, rev. edition (Harvard 
University Press, 1992); Elaine Ciulla Ka marek and William 
A. Gals ton, PllllillS Chilrlnm Firsl: A Progressiuc Family Policy 
for fi,e 1990s (Progressive I)oli cy Insti tute, 1990); John Chubb, 
interview, Aug. 23, 1993; Unpublished tetter to the At/nlltic, 
s igned by Paul Amato, Gene Brody, P. LindsClY Chase­
Lansdale, Andrew Cherli n, Robert E. Emery, Rex Forehand, 
Frank F. Furs tenberg, Jr., E. Mavis Hetherington, Eleanor 
Maccoby, JoAnne Pedro-Carroll, illld Nichol<l s Zill; Jea n 
Elsht<lin ('f (If., "A Communitmiclll Position Paper on the 
Family" (1993); Bmrie Thorne, "Feminism and the Family: 
Two Decades of Thought," in Ref/iiI/killS till? Family: Somc 
Femillist QIIi.~IiOIl;;, rev. edition, ed ited by Barrie Thorne with 
Mari lyn Yalom (Northeil s te rn Univers ity Press, 1992); 
Patr iciil Hill Coll ins , Blnek Fl'millist TIIOlIgllt: Kllowledgt', 
COllscioIlSJlt's..<; (lmi lilt' Polilies of Empower/m'1I1 (Unwin Hym(1ll, 
1990); Kiltherine Boo, "A Gra ndmoth er's Love," The 
Wash..inglon Post, National Weekly Edition (May 3-9, 1993). 
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Family Practice and Family Policy: 
Mixing Work and Parenting 

Americcm falnilies today are struggling to reconcile 
their need to earn a living w ith the needs of their 

children. As wages stagnate and hou sing costs rise, 
parents - w hether Single or coupled - find them­
selves torn between competing demands on their time: 
they can work less and have less incOlne but more 
time to spend w ith their children, or work more and 
use the extra income to buy good s and services (such 
as child care) for their children. Surveys show that 
most parents feel a111bivalent about these trade-offs. 
While they believe that they are doing their best under 
difficult cirCU111stances, and cling to the notion that 
their children will benefi t from the sacrifices they ha ve 
made, they lament the loss of "falniIy va lues" and crit­
icize the parenting skills of others. 

Families today are also s training to reconcil e two 
competing cultural themes of the American experi­
ence: the drive for economic indep endence and lnater­
ial affluence, aIld the importance of family ties. The 
first theme is a prOlninent part of the American identi­
ty. It permeates and underpins our approach to public 
assistance and our emphasis on equal opportunity 
rather than equal outcomes. The second theme, the 
importance of family, resonates less powerfull y in 
upward ly mobile, inunigrant America; it is a tune peri­
odically drowned in the pounding refrain of il1dividl1nl 
achievelnent and individual choice. 

Recent econOlnic trends have been forcing individu­
als to pool their resources, since a middle-class lifestyle 
now requires having more than one earner in a house­
hold with children. A t the same time, however, cul­
tural changes have made famil y ties lnore tenuous and 
conditional. Over a single generation, we have seen a 
major transformation in social attitudes toward sex, 
nlarriage, ch ildbea ring, and parenting practices. 
Expectations about gender roles ha ve changed dra­
ma tically. Individual Americans are in the process of 
negotiating their place in a more fraglnented, flexible 
social world and a rapidly changing labor nlarket, and 
a clear normative consensus about w hat constitutes 
good parenting or a healthy famil y has yet to emerge. 

The lnajor famil y policy issu e of our gen eration is 
how (or w hether) the government can h elp parents -
coupled or single - lnix earning and child-rearin g 

responsibilities. This is an issue that cuts across the 
boundaries of class and e thnicity. But because of 
ongoing changes in the la bor marke ts of ad vanced 
industrialized countries, it is an especially urgent issue 
for the least educated parents in our society. If they 
are to fulfill their dual responsibilities, they must have 
the assistance of a government actively cOlnmitted to 
promoting their success in both endeavors. By leaving 
individuals to rely on private resources and support 
n et works, u.s. public polici es exacerbate existing 
inequalities and leave already-marginalized citizens 
little opportunity to improve their life chances or those 
of their children. 

The major family policy issue of our generation 
is how (or whether) the government can help 

parents - coupled or single - mix earning and 
child-rearing responsibilities, 

Working Mothers 
Two changes in fanlily relationships are at the core 

of the family policy d ebate: the increase in w ork force 
participation among mothers, particularly lnothers of 
young children , and the tenuousness of marria ge. 
These two d evelopments are intertw ined . Women 
w ho work may be better able to leave unhappy mar­
ria ges . Husband s ma y fe e l more free to leave a 
woman with an independent income. But the causal 
relationship also works in the other direction: as mar­
riage becom es less secure, WOlnen feel the need to 
maintain their individual ties to the labor market. 

Since wom en were traditionally expected to be the 
nurrnrers in a family, c.omplaints about "fanlily break­
down" tend to be directed at th e ir b eha v ior. 
Conservatives often fault working w omen for putting 
their individual interests (career, personal fulfillment, 
and so on) above those of "the family." Some d efend-
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ers of working mothers counter that economic necessi­
ty alone is responsible for wOlnen's increased lahor 
force participation. Both groups tend to ignore the 
change in cultural expectations about women's work 
beha vior. Today, most men as well as most women 
expect wives to contribute to the economic support of 
their families, espeCially if the children are of school 
age or older. Tn 1991, three quarters of all mothers of 
school -aged children, 60 pe rcent of mo thers of 
preschool children, and over half the mothers of chil­
dren under two, were in the labor force. 

Yet our public policies have done little to help work­
ing mothers combine earning and child-rearing 
responsibilities. Tn s tark contrast to other Western 
nations, the U.S. grants little protection to women who 
temporarily leave the workplace for childbearing. The 
Family Leave Act, which was signed into law only this 
year, mandates that employers allow workers three 
months of maternity leave, but does not require them 
to pay mothers during that leave. In European coun­
tries, maternity leave is paid and employers are often 
required to hold a job open for an extended period, in 
case a mother decides to return to her previous posi­
tion after a year or two at home with her child . In 
Sweden, mothers also have a right to redu ce their 
work time to 30 hours a week. 

Although women, many of them mothers, constitute 
a disproportionate number of part-time and tempo­
rary workers in the United States, we have been slow 
to extend workplace protections (such as health bene­
fits) to such workers. Here again, the U.S. differs from 
countries with extensive welfare state systems, where 
women who work part-time often hold public-sector 
service jobs through which they enjoy a full range of 
work rights and benefits. 

Today, most men as well as most women 
expect wives to contribu te to tlte ecollomic 
sllpport of their families, especially if the 

children nre of school age or older. 

European nations also provide supplemental income 
assistance to working mothers - especially Single 
mothers - in a way that helps them combine work 
with child-rearing. Most provide some kind of child 
allowance or benefit for an y family with a child, 
regard less of family income. In the U.S., the Earned 
Income Tax Credit does provide income assistance to 
families whose earnings place them above the poverty 
level. But famili es must apply for this cred it, and 
unless they make speCial arra ngements w ith their 
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employer, they ca n only receive it at the end of the 
year. For these reasons, it is not an effective safeguard 
against hardship. The principle behind the tax credit 
is that "Hard work should be rewarded ," and thus 
that working parents should have a significantly high­
er income than non-working ones. A more generous 
policy would ensure that the material needs of all chil­
dren are adequately met. 

Despite a decade of moralizing abollt 
"deadbeat dads" w lto don't support tlteir 
children, only one in four lone motllers in. 

the United States regll iarly receives the filII 
amollnt of child sllpport owed to tile 

fa mily each mOllth. 

The challenge of combining work and child-rearing 
is particularly hard on lone parents, and it has become 
more difficult as the economic security of households 
with children increasingly demands ea rnings from 
more than one source. Most working mothers need 
some kind of support from the absent fathers of their 
children in order to make ends meet. If this help is not 
forthcoming, they are often forced to rely on their fam­
ilies or government assistance. 

Despite a d ecade of moralizing about "deadbeat 
dads" who d on' t support their children, only one in 
four lone mothers in the United States regularly 
receives the full amount of child support owed to the 
family each month. Although a number of federal 
reforms to improve child support collection were 
established in the 1980s, there is still little uniformity 
in state laws regarding divorce, child support, and 
custody, and the obstacles confronting intersta te col­
lection efforts are enormous. The decentrali zation 
inherent in a federal system, coupled with the fact that 
confli cts over child support require court action rather 
than Simple administrative remedies, makes it difficult 
and costly for lone mothers to collect the money owed 
to them by absent fathers. 

In many other industrialized countries, the situation 
is different: the state advances child support pay­
ments to lone mothers, and then collects whatever 
earnings it can from the father. If an absent father can­
not pay, the state provides income support to the fami­
ly. This system places the burden of determining 
whether or not a father will pay on an administrative 
agency, not on a mother pursuing her case in the 
courts. As a result, it increases th e income, and 
improves the economic security, of working mothers. 

Under our Aid to Families with Dependent Children 
(AFDC) program, the government only provides 
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iJ1COme support to a rnother who is entirely without 
assets, and it reduces the incOlne assistance and med­
ical benefits available to the family if she earns "too 
much." (In most states, "too much" is between $7,500 
and $15,000 a year for a family of three.) Medica id 
coverage ceases when the family 'S income reaches 
about $15,500. Our strict means-testing of poor fami­
lies with children leaves little economic incentive for 
poor mothers to work part-time or in low-wage jobs. 
A poorly educated mother, or one who lives in an area 
with few opportunities for employment other than ser­
vice jobs, may find that working reduces the economic 
support and services available to her children. For 
women in this situation, the desire to be economically 
independent and the desire to provide for the material 
needs of their children conflict. 

Current debates over welfare reform have focused 
almost exclusively on the issue of economic depen­
dence, rather than on the needs of poor children. This 
is ironic, given the history of the AFDC system. Thirty 
years ago, black women were more likely to be in the 
labor force than white women, and poor women were 
more likely to work than middle-class women. The 
AFDC system was amended and expanded in the 
1960s in response to the argument that poor mothers 

should be able to stay at home when their children 
were small, just as middle-class women at that time 
usually did. 

But patterns of work behavior among women have 
changed. Middle-class married women are now more 
likely to be in the labor force than poor or unmarried 
WOlnen. These working mothers may feel ambivalent 
about the way in which they are juggling career and 
parenting responsibilities, but they feel no ambiva ­
lence about demanding that poor women join theln in 
their struggle to find child care, sympathetic employ­
ers, and affordable health care. However, there is little 
recognition that if job growth is too slow to absorb 
potential workers, the rising labor force participation 
of educated middle-class women is likely to leave less 
educated women out of the labor market. 

The public policy spotlight on the work behavior of 
poor mothers only peripherally addresses the key 
issue for all working parents: child care. A generation 
ago, when working-class women had high rates of 
labor force partiCipation, they lived in tightly-knit 
neighborhoods where older female relatives or trusted 
neighbors were available to help care for their chil­
dren. But as American families have become increas­
ingly mobile, and as older women have entered and 
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remained in the labor force for longer periods, this 
source of informal , low-cost child ca re has disa p­
peared. Today a majority of working mothers, both 
married and single, rely on non-relati ves for child care, 
and surveys consistently show that parents worry 
about the quality of the care their children receive. 

Tile failllre to make "igll-qllalioj preschool 
programs a celltral compOl1eut of national 

family policy lias seriolls implications for tIle 
social and ecollomic integratioll of 

/utw:e generations. 

Unfortunately, our public policies do little to ensure 
that young children have safe, secure environments in 
which to grow. State and local licensing regulations 
for child ca re providers vary signilicantly across juris­
dictions. Most areas lack effective inspection mecha­
nisms. There are no uniform professional standards 
for child care workers. Training and compensation are 
poor. There have been no attempts to link child care 
with systematic access to child health services. 

Federal subsidies for child care do not encourage or 
enable working parents to choose high-quality child 
care options. Working parents can deduct only $2,400 
a year for day care expenses, though a national survey 
conducted in 1991 reported that average yearly child 
care costs were between $3,600 and $6,000 a year. The 
same survey highlighted differential use of preschool 
programs accord ing to family income. It found that 
three quarters of all three- to five-year-olds with par­
ents who earned more than $75,000 a year attended 
such programs, while only 40 percent of young chil­
dren from families with incomes under $30,000 a year 
did so. Head Start, our sole government-sponsored 
preschool education program, is available only to poor 
children (and serves only 28 percent of the children eli­
gible to participate). The program operates on a part­
day basis and doesn't operate at all during the sum­
mer, a nd thus is not designed to meet the needs of 
working parents. The failure to make high-qu ality 
preschool programs a central component of national 
family policy has serious implications for the social 
and economic integration of future generations. 

Higher Standards of Competence 

Current family policy deba tes fail to highli ght the 
fact that Ollr standards of "adequate" child-rearing have 
risen. To establish themselves or to remain in the Inid­
dIe class in the next century, young people will have to 
be more socially competent, more adaptable, and bet-
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ter educated than their parents. They will ha ve to 
master electronic and computer skills and lea rn to 
negotiate working and residential environments that 
are more culturally diverse. 

An increasing body of research tells us that early 
educa tion and child-rearing practices during the for­
mative years are critical in producing children who 
can "learn to learn." It is not enough to teach a child to 
sit s till and respect authority; we are no longer trying 
to create manual labo rers for assembly- line work. 
Rather, we want children w ith greater problem-solv­
ing abilities, analy tic powers and in teractive social 
skills. This means that we must have a higher quality 
of child-rearing than in the past. 

Since the need for more and better early education 
has COille at a time w hen wage stagnation and chang­
ing cultural expectations have brought more women 
into the labor force, the task of providing this educa­
tion will fall to professional child care workers. But 
because child care and related services must be pur­
chased at market prices, with the best care available 
only to those who can afford it, economic inequalities 
are increasingly translated, even among the youngest 
children, into inequalities in educational opportunities. 
And these early differences are only compounded by 
the huge disparities in the quality of public schools 
across districts. 

To establish themselves 0" to remain ill the 
middle class in the lIext celltllry, yOllng people 

will have to be more socially competellt, 
more adaptable, alld better edllcated 

tllan tlreir parents. 

Parents pass on to their children the skills that they 
possess. But we cannot expect parents to pass on skills and 
leaming that they do not have. A new Department of 
Education survey has found that 90 million Americans 
- 47 percent of the nation's adult population - are 
functionally illiterate, and we have no coherent, acces­
sible remedial system of educa tion to help these citi­
zens (re)join mainstrea m society. Educated, middle­
class professionals expose their children to the kinds of 
skills they will need as adults in an evolving work­
place. They use th eir di sposab le income to hire 
experts to teach their children other skills (sports, 
music, and so on). Working-class and poor parents 
live in districts w here safe, socially s timulating after­
school activities are no longer freely ava ilable, and 
they ha ve neither the personal experience nor the dis­
posable income to provide their children with such 
opportunities. Indeed, ava ilable research suggests 
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that itnportant class and racial differences in child­
rearing patterns persist and that working-class and 
poor parents may be socializing their children to fit 
into occupations and a social world that are rapidly 
disappearing. 

Family policy debates should foclls on this process 
of child socializatiol1. Policymakers should be defining 
the positive characteristics that the next generation of 
Americans will require in order to function effectively 
as workers, parents, and citizens, and then set about 
restnlCturing a range of public and private institutions 
to provide the support needed to accomplish these 
objectives. 

In spite of our peculiarly American emphasis on 
individuals, we live ill an increasingly interdependent 
social and economic environment. We can no more go 
back to the Ozzie and Harriet family of the 1950s than 
we can return to the pioneer fmnilies of the last centu­
ry. Public policies must assist parents in effectively 
balancing the competing demands of work and par­
enting as their children grow up and as the economy 
re-creates itself. This will require continually rebuild­
ing and adjusting our institutions in order to promote 
the development of citizens able (and willing) to sup­
port us in our old age. We cannot leave the socializa­
tion of children to market forces and the luck of the 
genetic draw; the socialization of children is a collective 
responsibility. This is the principle that should under­
gird future reforms of American family policy. 

- Katherine McFate 

Katherine McFate is Associate Director of Social Policy at 
the Joint Center for Political and Economic Studies in 
Washington, D.C. Sources: Beyond Rhetoric: A New 
AllleriCall Agel/da for Children allff Fmllilies, Final Report of 
the National Commission on Children (U.S. Government 
Printing Office, 1991); Robin L. Jarrett, "A Comparative 
Examination of Socialization Pflttcrns Among Low-Income 
African-Americans, Chicanos, Puerto Ricans, and Whites: 
A Review of the Ethnographic Literature," Social Science 

, Research Council Working Group on Communities, Family 
Processes, and Individual Development Working P<"1per, 
(1991); Katherine McFate, Poverty, Inequality alld the Crisis of 
Social Policy: SlImmary of Filldillgs (Joint Center for Political 
and Economic Studies, 1991). 
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