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Introduction

This book began nearly thirty years ago, when I made the mistake of asking 
Professor Robert Wiebe of Northwestern University what I thought was a 
simple question. I had just visited the Mormon Tabernacle in Salt Lake City 
during a long bus ride to Chicago, and the museum’s sanitized dioramas and 
fantastical accounts of the past had left me befuddled and indignant. What 
better way to burnish my thin intellectual credentials than to invite my new 
teachers to confirm what, to me, was the only point about Mormons worth 
making, namely, that they were a pack of idiots?

But Mr. Wiebe was not in the business of telling people what they 
expected to hear. His rejoinder went something like this: “Mormonism is 
one of modernity’s few refuges from hyper-individualism.” In other words, 
the Church of Latter Day Saints was countercultural.

I had always assumed the reverse. Mormons conjured up images of Donnie 
and Marie Osmond: wholesome and boring—like my parents, only better 
looking. My counterculture belonged to people like Ozzy Osbourne of Black 
Sabbath or Cheech and Chong, guys who said and did outrageous things. 
But here was this slightly built, intensely brilliant man suggesting that drug 
overdoses and four-letter words were passé.

A few years later, another epiphany arrived as I labored to construct what 
Micki McGee would later term a “belabored self.”1 I had dropped out of 
graduate school, divorced, moved to Alaska, worked in a daycare, and now 
worked for a small historical society while trying to figure out—sometimes 
on an hourly basis—what to be when I grew up. Becoming a foster parent 
seemed like a good idea. I enjoyed children, and providing a home for a vul-
nerable orphan would establish beyond doubt my bonafides as a sensitive and 
heroic guy. A few months later, the local child-welfare agency became desper-
ate enough to entrust me with a child who did not seem too damaged.

That appraisal was wrong. Lonnie (not his real name) had suffered acute 
sexual and physical abuse, and as his rage and pain erupted, I found myself 
completely out of my depth. I came to find out I was not especially patient, 
or understanding, or empathetic. I was not able to be the sort of parent that 
Lonnie deserved even after I had learned what he had gone through. Most 
days were anything but sublime and were just about putting one foot in front 
of the other, if not dodging or surviving crises.
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Yet from these frustrations and humiliations grew a sense of clarity and 
peace. He was a sweet, vulnerable boy whom I could not help but cherish 
even when I wanted to wring his neck. There was a great comfort in knowing 
that I really had no choice but to be his dad for as long as he needed me to 
be his dad. His frantic needs put my own in perspective—or shouted them 
down. The restlessness that had dominated my life ebbed away. Our stub-
born devotion to each other taught me something very new and precious 
about what I was—and was not—capable of. Years later, I was not surprised 
when a mental-health therapist told me that most of her clients became more 
depressed as they shed social commitments in their search for an ideal self.

These personal insights have been accompanied by academic ones. I 
started my first book, a history of violence against wives, in an activist state 
of mind. I had volunteered in the battered-women’s movement, and I was 
going to serve that cause by establishing that there was a long tradition of 
wife beating. But while doing the research for What Trouble I Have Seen: 
A History of Violence against Wives, I was confronted with the discomfit-
ing fact that my subject had a complicated history. Male violence and other 
forms of abuse were not static or stable facts of life; they were conditioned 
by dynamic social and cultural contexts. I was particularly surprised to find 
that husbands’ violence tended to become less common and extreme as the 
nineteenth century progressed, a characteristic that historians of homicide 
had already linked to a spreading ethos of self-restraint. People’s capacity 
for self-control receded in the twentieth century, coming apart in the same 
solvent of self-actualization that had done so much to shape my own prob-
lematic search for happiness.

Yet the title of this book did not occur to me until I was well into the proj-
ect. I had always focused on gender inequality as the organizing principle 
of my courses on the history of the family. But it was difficult to ignore the 
fact that most of my historical subjects—wives and children, as well as hus-
bands—would have found that emphasis nonsensical. The fixation with indi-
vidual choice that suffused my life was a relatively recent development even 
in the Western world. People across the globe had, until recently, assumed 
that people existed not to fulfill some sort of personal destiny but rather 
to care for one another, to meet intensive and extensive social obligations. 
“Traditional societies,” observes Louis Dumont, “have basically a collective 
view of man” and “know nothing, . . . of the individual.”2 A consuming search 
for self-fulfillment became common only over the past century, and largely 
in the Western world. People from other places and times have considered 
this obsession, if they happened to encounter it, bizarre and dangerous.

Social conservatism was deeply ingrained in North America, West Africa, 
and England in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, and it survived the 
voluntary and involuntary immigrations to the New World and the found-
ing of diverse colonies. The eighteenth century brought economic maturity 
and cultural complexity without much disturbing the nature of familial rela-
tions, and the culture of obligation also survived the growing prosperity and 
industrial upheavals of the nineteenth century.
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Not until the early and especially mid-twentieth century did freedom 
threaten obligation as the nation’s most fundamental social organizing prin-
ciple. Freedom owed its ascendancy to interlocking economic and cultural 
shifts—a massive transformation from an economy and culture centered on 
self-restrained production to one centered on self-actualized consumption. 
Modern prosperity has both freed us from relying on each other for survival 
and redefined the purpose of life.

The nine chapters detailing this transformation from obligation to free-
dom are generally chronological. There are two exceptions. Chapters 4 and 5 
cover middle-class and more marginal or poorer families, respectively, during 
the nineteenth century, as their circumstances and cultures were so different 
from each other. Likewise, chapters 8 and 9 consider different aspects of the 
past half century. Chapter 8 treats the florescence of individualism that has 
washed over virtually all of us, and chapter 9 addresses how effective various 
countercultural groups have been in carving out alternatives to it.

The shift From Obligation to Freedom is worthy of close study for three 
reasons. First, this transformation goes a long way toward explaining a 
central and peculiar feature of modern Western life. Arrivals from more 
traditional societies are uniformly stunned by how lightly we take social 
commitments. Second, this embrace of freedom is not simply a matter of 
individual personality or choice, but is rooted in widely shared economic 
and cultural shifts. Individualism has become the oxygen that the great 
majority of Americans breathe. To move toward an ethos of obligation 
therefore requires swimming against deeply ingrained elements of modern 
life. Third, the shift from obligation to freedom is largely unacknowledged. 
Our immersion in a fast-paced world in which we are constantly urged to 
develop and indulge ourselves makes it difficult for us to fathom an alterna-
tive universe. Hence it required decades of historical research and ref lection 
for me to arrive at the conclusion stated in this book’s title, an observa-
tion that in retrospect seems self-evident. It is difficult for us to come to 
terms with the fact that the self, as we understand it, scarcely existed until 
recently, that such a deeply rooted part of our collective consciousness is a 
radical departure from how our ancestors across the globe understood the 
human condition and prospect.

Radical change is not necessarily bad. Consider the revolutions in health 
and comfort and human rights that have accompanied, and are in fact bound 
up with, our growing desire for freedom and individuality. Freedom’s flores-
cence has also multiplied the types of families that Americans have been able 
to create. It is neither possible nor desirable to reinstate “the good old days” 
of social solidarity that are rooted in social inequality. But neither should 
we ignore nor dismiss the social fragmentation and other cruelties that have 
been bequeathed by individualism’s ascendance.

Family and freedom are as American as apple pie. Most of us would like 
to believe that both can be pursued absolutely and fully. History suggests 
otherwise. Family and freedom have always existed in a state of tension, and 
until recently the claims of the former usually trumped the  possibilities of 



THE AMERICAN FAMILY4

the latter. I cannot claim to have answered the question of what the proper 
mixture of obligation and freedom should be, and thoughtful people will 
disagree over whether or not sustainable families can survive, let alone 
flourish, in a society based largely on the individual pursuit of happiness. 
Certainly, an account of how these two great American ideals have interacted 
is a necessary beginning.



Chapter 1

Societies of Obligation

Historians trade in differences, and the differences between North America, 
West Africa, and Western Europe were indeed profound by the fifteenth cen-
tury. Their residents ate, dressed, danced, and of course spoke differently 
from one another. They had recourse to different gods, used different sorts 
of tools, and organized their communities in varied ways. Western Europe, 
moreover, stood poised on the edge of a great transformation. Capitalism 
had begun to offer advantages that would bring demographic, technological, 
political, and military dominance across the globe.

Yet these three diverse sets of people shared a strong sense of social soli-
darity. Yes, they formed families in varying ways. Some allowed or encour-
aged polygyny, or multiple wives, for example, and some reckoned lineage 
through their fathers, whereas others reckoned it through their mothers. 
But all of them made a fundamental assumption that most of the readers of 
this sentence do not make: that social obligations, particularly obligations to 
people considered kin, were the bedrock of life. They accommodated vary-
ing degrees of personal ambition. But one’s life was not one’s own. People 
lived and sought meaning within an extensive web of relationships. This way 
of life prevailed among the merchants of Timbuktu, the nomads of the Great 
Plains, and the farmers of England.

*  *  *

Interdependence characterized life in North America from its inception. Most 
anthropologists believe that indigenous peoples arrived in what we know 
as the Americas between 12,000 and 30,000 years ago by walking across 
“Beringea,” a land bridge then connecting North America with Siberia, as 
they followed wooly mammoths, mastodons, musk oxen, long-horned bison, 
and other massive mammals.

This journey required substantial interpersonal skills, not just physical for-
titude. “As people dispersed into new territories and as relatives maintained 
contact with one another, the social networks that linked individual groups 
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probably strengthened.”1 Humanoid brains evolved and improved in large 
part to communicate and cooperate in ever-more sophisticated ways—“to 
deal with social matters,” as Michael Gazzaniga puts it.2 These skills enabled 
parents to devote more time to nurturing infants and enabled groups that 
were adept at cooperation and communication to surpass those with less 
advanced social skills. “The selfish gene had given rise to,” had been sup-
planted by, “a social brain and a different kind of social animal.” Evolution 
is commonly understood as entailing the survival of the fittest, most ruth-
less individuals. But success was a collective achievement. Human beings 
have been shaped “by nature to function in a social setting.”3 This capacity 
for cooperation played a crucial role in the ability to create tools, clothing, 
language, reasoning, and other innovations that launched a new, much more 
powerful and adaptable mammal out of East Africa and across the globe, 
into the Americas.

The warming of North America prompted mobile bands to create more 
stable societies. Survival depended on learning the particular characteristics 
of a given area: which plants and animals were edible, or could be made edi-
ble; when and how they could be gathered, captured, hunted, preserved, and 
stored; the medicinal uses of plants; which streambeds or hillsides yielded 
flint, obsidian, or other sharp, durable stones that could be worked into 
tools. This knowledge became part of the socialization process for each gen-
eration, as groups became at home in their particular ecosystems and devel-
oped seasonal subsistence rounds.

Thousands of years later, some peoples in the Mississippi River Valley 
and pockets of the Southwest created more complex social structures and 
relations. About 3,000 years ago, peoples in the Southwest were planting 
maize (corn) in fields that had been cleared of other plants. They soon added 
squash, beans, and dozens of other, less important plants, along with pottery 
for the cooking and the storing of grains. The Hohokam people, in what is 
now southern Arizona, had irrigation canals up to thirty feet wide and ten 
miles long. Just a few acres of maize could provide the great majority of calo-
ries for a large family. Cahokia, located near what is now St. Louis, housed 
about 30,000 people at its peak, around 1200 A.D. Elaborate structures and 
ritual centers, some of which are still standing, appeared in the Southwest. 
Ceremonial life became more intricate as agriculture freed an expanding 
elite class from labor. Burials in highly agricultural societies were therefore 
diverse, with a few leaders interred in large mounds along with expensive 
luxury items. A heavy reliance on agriculture fostered a socioeconomic hier-
archy while maintaining a strong sense of solidarity. Scholars posit that com-
moners tolerated inequality because they believed that priestly leaders had 
the ritual knowledge required to keep the world balanced, to sustain life.

Yet highly agricultural societies were brittle. A diet dominated by a few 
cultivated foods was not as healthy as one comprising diverse plants, animals, 
and insects that had been consumed by hunter-gatherers. In addition, cli-
matic changes or other disasters could destroy crops—calamities that prob-
ably discredited leaders whose legitimacy had rested on their ability to coax 
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sufficient rain from supernatural forces. Political fragmentation therefore 
followed crop failures. By 1200 A.D., three centuries before Columbus set 
sail, most of the largest cities in what would become the United States had 
been abandoned.

The agricultural societies of the Mississippi River Valley and the 
Southwest became fragmented. Survivors joined or reconstituted themselves 
as groups that were less reliant on agriculture and were less hierarchical. 
The disintegration of the most intensively agricultural societies at Cahokia 
and Snaketown probably helped to restore more egalitarian social relations, 
including the one between women and men. Indeed, horticultural societies 
(which practiced less intensive farming methods than agricultural societies 
and also hunted and gathered) tended to be matrifocal, with women control-
ling the production and distribution of most of the food and men leaving 
home to marry as their sisters stayed put.

The abandonment of agriculture for horticulture, hunting, and gather-
ing expressed indigenous people’s bias toward sustainability and continuity. 
Most groups had little interest in increasing their populations; more people 
invited famine. Some practiced geronticide and infanticide. Twins or babies 
deemed physically defective might be killed. Prolonged breast feeding and 
restrictions on intercourse served the same purpose. Rapid growth, like any 
abrupt change, could be dangerous.

This commitment to sustainable communities fostered a profound sense 
of interdependence. Individuals conceived of and located themselves in a web 
of relationships that literally defined them.

Relationships operated at several levels. Language and other elements of 
culture differentiated groups from one another, of course, but more par-
ticular identities shaped most interactions. Multigenerational house groups 
commonly worked together and formed the most basic economic compo-
nent. One or more villages usually shared political decisions. Clans tended 
to be the most critical part of one’s identity. Established by a common, often 
mythic, ancestor, clan membership could be inherited through one’s mother 
(matrilineal), father (patrilineal), or through both. Outsiders who were not 
related by blood could be adopted into clans. Clans might be divided into 
two moieties or phratries. Moieties were ceremonial: people from one’s 
opposite moiety presided at key rituals; to marry someone of the same moi-
ety was to commit incest.

Groups organized kinship in diverse ways. Larger, more sedentary nations 
usually had more intricate and elaborate kinship structures and stressed ver-
tical, cross-generational relationships. The Tlingit, who lived in what is now 
southeast Alaska, were relatively wealthy and numerous. They were orga-
nized into two moieties (exogamic, ritual halves), scores of villages (people 
who lived in the same place) and clans (the most basic social units and the 
repository of political authority, though members of clans could be distrib-
uted across the landscape), and many more lineages or house groups, that 
were subsets of clans that resided in a particular locale and shared economic 
production with one another. The result was an extensive and complex 
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 network of overlapping ritualistic, social, political, and economic relation-
ships. Smaller nations, in which male peers continually worked together in 
hunting and war, emphasized horizontal kinship relations: brotherhood and 
sisterhood, very broadly defined. The highly mobile Chiricahua Apache, for 
example, had extended but relatively small matrilocal families that performed 
social, political, and ritual functions.

In all instances, kinship established an extensive set of reciprocal social 
relationships. Kinship was a verb, not a noun, a relentlessly inclusive action, 
not a static genealogy. Kinship “embraced all significant social interaction” 
among the Sioux.4 The word “mother” or “father” might be used toward 
several people in the clan group, and “sister” or “brother” might refer to 
all of one’s peers. Cherokee children had many “mothers,” women who 
belonged to their clan. Native peoples of the Columbia Plateau had distinct 
terms for different types of nieces and nephews. People who shared no bio-
logical ties might also be kin. “Friends are like brothers,” remarked a Kiowa-
Apache man.5

To be without kin was to have no responsibility to, nor claim on, another, 
to have no basis for life. To be without kin was to be vulnerable. Such unfor-
tunates among the Cherokee might “be killed almost at whim,” notes Theda 
Purdue.6

Knowing the particulars of kinship was extremely important. A Cherokee 
could, as one observer put it, “tell you without hesitating what degree of 
relationship exists between himself and any other individual of the same clan 
you may see proper to point out.”7 These names, these relations, were at the 
foundation of each social interaction and were commonly included whenever 
one person addressed another. “One must obey kinship rules,” explained 
Dakota Ella Deloria, “one must be a good relative.”8

Kinship entailed a succession of gifts. Elders bequeathed care and specific 
skills to children, from how to acquire particular foods to how to propitiate 
particular spirits. Children reciprocated with respect and then, when able 
to, with food. Even the dead required gifts. Such generosity elicited the 
gift of status. Tangible service to the group through gathering, hunting, 
warfare, or the distribution of property brought recognition and leadership. 
Marriage, the gift of a wife or a husband, prompted elaborate exchanges 
between the two groups joined by the relationship. Kinship and mutuality 
were indivisible.

Kinship promoted harmony. To attack a kinsman was akin to committing 
fratricide; intragroup conflict was rare. “Adults who received insults without 
retaliating were given the highest praise,” reported an ethnologist among the 
Skagit of Puget Sound.9 Cherokee women cemented a peace treaty with the 
Seneca by choosing brothers and uncles from among them. Intermarriage 
and adoption transformed strangers—potential enemies—into allies.

Politics and kinship could not be separated. When the Cherokee made 
peace with the Delaware, the Delaware became their “grandfathers,” because 
the latter were the dominant partners. By the same token, the Cherokee 
explained that the Chickasaws were their “youngest brothers and nephews” 
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because “they are few in number” and had been driven from their former 
homeland by the Cherokee.10 Warfare, or raiding, often involved both the 
killing and the adopting of captives to cover or avenge the death of kin. The 
Mohawk were at first ruthless toward the Algonquin captives they took in the 
mid-1600s, killing those who could not keep up with them, even severing the 
fingers of some survivors and torturing others to death. But those who were 
spared, often young women, were soon treated with great care and tender-
ness and became Mohawk. Some would eventually become Mohawk leaders. 
But even those who were killed were, in some sense, adopted. “The tortured 
body always belonged to an outsider in the process of being turned into an 
insider,” explains Allan Greer, “an alien enemy who was ritually incorporated 
into an Iroquois lineage to replenish its spiritual strength before he or she 
was physically destroyed.” Hence women and children commonly addressed 
the tortured as “uncle” or “sister” as they burned their living flesh.11 On 
the Great Plains, also, raiding and warfare were bound up with kinship and 
adoption. The Hidatsa distributed captured children to households that had 
recently lost children, and captive women married Hidatsa men. To be sure, 
abducting one’s enemies invited retaliation, not least because it created rents 
in the enemies’ social fabric that had to be avenged or covered. But abduc-
tion also created new kin relations. Powhatan, the leader of the Chesapeake 
group whose name he bore, expanded his political power in the late sixteenth 
and early seventeenth centuries by marrying members of the royal families 
he conquered. The sons of such marriages remained—thanks to matrilineal 
descent—part of their mother’s royal line, even if they went to live among, 
and became loyal to, the Powhatan. Marriage integrated newcomers into the 
Powhatan Confederacy.

Gender constituted a key divider within kin groups. As historian Mary 
Ryan neatly puts it, “Men and women developed their own separate scales of 
honor and reward.”12 In general, women focused on internal work, men on 
external. Women cared for the children; gathered, cultivated, and processed 
most of the food; and, in addition, did most of the work associated with the 
home. Men hunted, fished, warred, and conducted diplomacy. This divi-
sion was particularly stark in matrilocal and matrilineal societies, for women 
owned homes in which men were perpetual visitors. Hence the Cherokee 
identified the moon as male since it “travels by night.”13

Gender roles could blur. The most obvious examples were berdaché (two 
spirits)—men and, less commonly, women—who adopted the clothing and 
roles of the opposite gender. Women occasionally participated in warfare, 
and, more commonly, men cleared fields or built homes. California men 
dug holes for and cut timbers, as women gathered the lighter materials that 
would cover the structure.

In general, however, the line between male and female activities was 
thickly drawn. The Pueblo posited women as seed and corn (passive and 
generative) to men’s rain and flint (active and germative). They held a gourd 
(from the earth) over a newborn girl’s vagina and sprinkled water (from the 
sky) on a newborn boy’s penis. Male and female constituted opposite and 
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impermeable halves. The Oglala required even male and female siblings to 
avoid each other. Family members resided in separate sections of the tipi, 
and the men ate before the women did. Women were not to touch men’s 
tools and, on the Columbia Plateau, men were to keep their distance from 
women’s root ovens. The essences of the two sexes could easily disable each 
other. These two solitudes could, to be sure, mingle productively under 
certain conditions, just as rain could water seeds. Southwestern places bore 
names like “Clitoris Spring” and “Shove Penis.”14 Sex was pleasurable and, 
of course, productive; life depended on it. But sexual intercourse was hedged 
about with restrictions. Copulating at an inappropriate time, or with the 
wrong person, could throw the cosmic balance out of kilter and bring disas-
ter to the entire group. Two spirits were so potent precisely because they 
constituted, in their very person, a harmony of opposites. Indeed, some of 
the most powerful Southwestern deities were bisexual.

Sex-role specialization served the larger group’s needs. Indigenous peo-
ples strongly associated women with fertility. They emphasized their capacity 
to give birth, of course, but women tended also to gather, process, and grow 
most of the food, particularly in horticultural societies. Hence the Cherokee 
spoke of how corn grew from ground soaked by the blood of Selu, the first 
woman. Pueblo women’s provision of food and sex marked them as powerful 
life givers who nurtured and domesticated all manner of outsiders. Women 
sustained a group’s life.

If women created life, men defended and took it. Warfare and hunting, 
much more so than the communal and feminine activities of gathering and 
horticulture, created opportunities for individual achievement. But status 
came with a price: the risking of one’s life. Men were, after all, more expend-
able than women. Only women could reproduce, and, as a husband, one 
prominent man could meet the economic and sexual requirements of several 
wives.

This emphasis on manly courage was particularly strong on the Great 
Plains. Crow leaders each year selected young men deemed to be “Crazy-
Dogs-Wishing-to-Die,” warriors whose bravery won them great respect. 
Distinguished warriors received: a public accounting of their deeds; the right 
to wear special feathers; the right to marry; and the right to ride first with 
their wives in ceremonial processions. Assiniboine fathers advised their sons 
to “join at least one war party” before marrying, “so that you can tell of it 
whenever the occasion arises.” Death in battle brought a sort of immortal-
ity. “Even though you may lie dead in the enemy country and make green 
grass, your name will always be mentioned when that part of the country is 
talked about.” There were, of course, very practical reasons for encouraging 
and rewarding such bravery. As Jonathan Lear explains, the Crow fought 
“to prevent utter devastation at the hands of the Sioux,” an eventuality in 
which “men, women, and children would be slaughtered—the tribe would 
be exterminated—with perhaps a few survivors taken into captivity as slaves. 
This was a very real possibility.”15 Convincing men to risk their lives for the 
group’s benefit had obvious, utilitarian applications.
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It is therefore largely beside the point to rank Indian societies on a sort 
of matriarchy-to-patriarchy scale that reflects modern, Western emphases on 
freedom and individualism. True, men usually filled positions of political 
leadership. But political position counted for little when people shared power 
so broadly. “It is no rare occurrence to see a woman step in during council 
and severely upbraid the chief,” remarked a Jesuit priest on the Columbia 
Plateau.16 Iroquois women nominated and deposed male leaders. They also 
used their control over food distribution and the covering or the avenging of 
deaths to both preclude and demand warfare.

The welfare of the group shaped sexual practices. Most societies expressed 
little concern over premarital intercourse (as long as it occurred outside one’s 
lineage) or divorce. Serial monogamy tended to be the norm in matrilocal 
societies, with women and men being allowed to leave unsatisfactory mar-
riages, particularly before children appeared. Cherokee women were espe-
cially independent; even their adulteries generally went unpunished. In most 
parts of what would become the United States, however, wives’ infidelities 
were taken very seriously. Wives who were suspected of adultery were com-
monly beaten or tortured to extract confessions and were occasionally killed. 
By the time of contact, at least, women on the Great Plains who were accused 
of having sex with men other than their husbands might be disfigured by 
having their noses cut off. But women’s infidelity provoked such intense 
punishment not so much out of male jealousy as out of concern over descent, 
the very glue that bound people together. “Unlike the ‘privatized West,’ ” 
observes anthropologist Rebecca Morley, “wife beating in traditional societ-
ies may be inextricably linked to the political context of kinship.”17 Being 
able to trace the ancestry of each person was critical to the well-being of 
everyone: the dead, the living, and the unborn.

This is not to say that women’s status never varied. Societies that depended 
heavily on men’s activities, such as the buffalo hunters of the Great Plains, 
tended to elevate men’s roles. Women’s control over food was much more 
pronounced in the horticultural Southeast and Southwest. These peoples 
were matrilineal and matrilocal, meaning that descent was reckoned through 
one’s mother, and that men lived with their brides upon marriage. In much 
of the Great Lakes and California, by way of contrast, children inherited 
privileges through their fathers, and women lived with their grooms’ kin. 
Patterns of descent and residence could vary within regions, and descent 
could be reckoned bilaterally, through both parents. These variations had 
significant ramifications for how much influence males and females wielded. 
But women in all groups enjoyed at least a modicum of power and status 
despite, or because of, their distinct sex roles, and women and men alike 
shared a collectivist mentality.

Girls and boys prepared for complementary roles in childhood. The 
Pueblo buried the umbilical cords of girls within the house, beneath a grind-
ing stone. Those of boys were buried outside. Four days after birth, girls 
received a perfect ear of corn, boys a flint arrow. The Seneca separated boys 
and girls at around age eight. Girls learned the work of their mothers, aunts, 
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grandmothers, and other female kin, boys the work of their fathers, uncles, 
grandfathers, and other male kin. For girls, this meant mastering domestic 
skills and demonstrating the capacity for hard, sustained work. An Apache 
woman recalled adults making children swim in icy water and then making 
them run around to get warm. They ordered young girls to “Grind corn! 
Grind! Grind lots of corn and that will make you strong!”18 Tolowa men in 
California examined the hands of prospective wives to see if they were suf-
ficiently hardened by physical labor. Boys had less onerous workloads and 
learned the skills of hunting and then warfare, activities that required disci-
pline and an indifference to discomfort and pain. Elderly men of the Coast 
Salish of Puget Sound ordered their young charges to squat in frigid water 
and to undertake solitary, five-day expeditions into the woods. Likewise, the 
Chiricahua Apache required boys in their mid-teens to arise before dawn, 
submerge themselves in cold water, and then run long distances over dif-
ficult terrain, while breathing only through their noses. The capacity of men 
to endure the privations of hunting, warring, and perhaps torture at the 
hands of enemies would bear and reflect on their people’s character and 
well-being.

Rituals marked benchmarks in children’s capacity to serve the group. 
Females’ seclusion at the onset of menarche often entailed focusing on domes-
tic skills. Researchers among the Halapai noted that the community expected 
such young women to “be busy all the time, rising early in the morning to 
bring wood and water, and cooking meals whether she previously knew how 
or not,” skills that “would make her a diligent and good wife.”19 Ceremonies 
celebrated girls’ first successes at gathering food and boys’ first hunting kills. 
It is very significant that those honored by these ceremonies were not allowed 
to eat the long-anticipated fruits of their labors. The Sanpoil and Nespelem 
of the Columbia Plateau believed that a boy who ate of the first deer he had 
killed would never be able to kill another one. Gathering and hunting, like 
the rest of life, transpired within webs of obligation.

Childhood consisted of one lesson after another on the importance of 
always considering the group’s welfare. Children could see that adults won 
status through serving their kin: women through working hard, men through 
giving away meat or risking their lives to defeat enemies. Story after story 
drove this point home. Wasco children, on the Columbia River, heard the 
story of “Little Raccoon and His Grandmother,” in which a selfish young 
boy first refused his grandmother’s food and then ate the prized acorns she 
had stored for the winter. Matters soon went from bad to worse, and lit-
tle raccoon’s selfishness caused the death of his grandmother and left him 
alone, for who would tolerate such a child? A Winnebago woman born in 
the 1870s recalled that as a child “I never received a cross word from anyone, 
but nevertheless my training was incessant,” for her early memories were of 
being “lulled to sleep night after night by my father’s or my grandparent’s 
recital of laws and customs that had regulated the daily life of my grandsires 
for generations and generations, and in the morning I was awakened by the 
same counselling.”20
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Indigenous families taught children by example and admonition much 
more often than by violence. Peer pressure was, of course, a potent weapon 
in societies where anonymity was impossible. The Blackfeet talked up youth-
ful missteps to such an extent that offenders commonly hid until they could 
accomplish a praiseworthy feat that would erase their shame. Particularly 
egregious acts, such as theft from kin or cowardice, might saddle one with a 
name that was carried to the grave, a constant reminder of the costs of betray-
ing the group’s trust. Adults invoked supernatural spirits, such as owls, to 
threaten recalcitrant children. The Chiricahua Apache chastened insubordi-
nate children by enlisting the services of fierce-looking old men who stuffed 
offenders into a bag and sat on them while parents ignored their cries.

When elders employed violence, it was not necessarily punitive. Being 
ducked into frigid water or whipped was part of many toughening exer-
cises. Some peoples on the Columbia Plateau featured a ritual in which chil-
dren who maintained their poise when confronted by a whip-bearing elder 
escaped unscathed. Or a bold child might choose to absorb all the blows for 
the household, thus sparing the others. In either instance, violence, or the 
threat of violence, offered children the opportunity to prove themselves, to 
make choices that could bring credit to themselves and to their kin.

This whipping ritual neatly illustrates how indigenous peoples paired 
autonomy with interdependence. The children who were confronting the 
whip wielder were not compelled to react in a particular way. They could 
choose to cower, to accept the blows stoically, or to sing, dance, or speechify 
with sufficient aplomb to escape being hit. Caucasians who were captured 
and adopted by northeastern Native Americans commonly reported that 
children and adults enjoyed a great deal of freedom in how they chose to 
spend a given day. Modoc parents, according to anthropologist Verne Ray, 
respected their children’s “individuality and prerogatives” by allowing them 
to eat whenever they pleased rather than requiring them to be present at 
mealtime.21 But powerful social and cultural forces conspired to ensure that 
individual behavior served the group’s welfare. Hence children who over-
came their fear of being whipped were honored and feasted, as were youth 
who brought food to their elders and adults who served their kin.

Indigenous peoples thus linked personal freedom with a strong sense 
of interpersonal obligation and self-reliance with social responsibility. The 
Hopi, for example, made self-reliance one of their five principal virtues, but 
it was accompanied by four more social ideals: peacefulness; responsibility, 
cooperation, and humility.22 Indigenous peoples enjoyed a great deal of 
autonomy but seldom chose to act in a way that would harm the group.

The Iroquois developed intricate mechanisms for allaying the psychologi-
cal pressures that were generated by the group’s daunting demands. They 
took dreams seriously and did their best to satisfy the desires expressed in 
them. They believed, as a French priest explained, that not all thoughts were 
rational or voluntary, “that our souls have other desires, which are, as it 
were, inborn and concealed” impulses that “come from the depths of the 
soul, not through any knowledge.” These desires needed to be attended to. 
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In 1656, for example, an emaciated warrior who had been absent for a year 
reported that a powerful, supernatural figure had ordered that dogs, food, 
and valuable goods be sacrificed to him, the spirit, and that the warrior 
enjoy the sexual favors of two married women for five days. The community 
complied.23

But dreams describing aggression toward fellow community members 
were assuaged symbolically rather than literally. When someone dreamed 
that a particular young woman was adrift in a dangerous stream without a 
paddle, for example, the dream was propitiated by the presentation of a min-
iature canoe, not by putting the young woman in danger.24 The bonds of 
kinship required that aggression be repressed or sublimated into nonviolent 
forms.

As for North America, it is difficult to generalize about West Africa, a 
region that was (and is) diverse in its physical and human geography. West 
Africa was roughly divided between the northern savanna, south of the 
Sahara Desert, and the southern forest, nearer the coast. The savanna, par-
ticularly along the Niger River Valley, had extensive agriculture that was 
aided by iron implements and therefore had a relatively dense population and 
a series of large, powerful states or kingdoms (Ghana, Mali, and Songhay). 
Southern polities tended to be much smaller, sometimes a single forest vil-
lage. The balance of power and population shifted in the sixteenth century, 
as Songhay fragmented under pressure from Morocco, and some southern 
states, such as the Asante, grew more powerful and centralized from grow-
ing trade with the Europeans—as did the Kongo, on and near the central, 
southern African coast.

The tenuous nature of life in West Africa shaped its societies and cultures. 
Famines and epidemics struck down a third or more of a region’s population 
every two or three generations. Infant mortality rates were high, and few 
lived more than half a century. Religion focused on the pragmatic: health and 
security—though Islam had made inroads among savanna leaders, especially. 
Control of labor counted for more than control of land; children were a form 
of wealth and security. West Africans celebrated women’s fecundity and men’s 
potency; childlessness was a calamity. “Without children you are naked,” 
remarked the Yoruba.25 Precarious health prompted West Africans to space 
births so as to encourage the survival both of infants and their mothers.

The labor-intensive nature of West Africa’s economy meant that being 
a “big man,” a powerful leader, depended on having many dependents: 
wives, children, and slaves. These people, and other kin, farmed, traded, or 
raided on the leader’s behalf. An ethnologist who lived among the Gonja 
of Northern Ghana in the 1960s found that compound heads called upon 
subordinate men to clear farms and “that his fields are cleared first.” Adults 
greeted this man in the early morning and in the evening “in the same way as 
his children.”26 Indeed, each day began and ended with children (of all ages) 
going to the doorways of their parent’s and grandparent’s rooms, where they 
crouched, greeted, and received instructions from their superiors. Wives did 
the same with their husbands and with close members of his family.



SOCIET IES OF OBLIGATION 15

As in North America, kinship trumped marriage, for Western Africans 
“living and dead, had foremost obligations to the patrilineage. They literally 
received life and livelihood through its good offices . . . ”27 Historian James 
Sweet recounts the struggle of Manuel da Costa Perico of Angola to buy 
the freedom of a sister who had been enslaved for more than twenty years 
in Brazil during the mid-eighteenth century, an act that “rescued her from 
the oblivion of kinlessness.”28 Meyer Fortes, who lived among the Tallensi 
of the Ivory and Gold coasts in the first half of the twentieth century, 
described “kinship as the rock-bottom category of social relations.” Told 
that some Europeans chose not to have children, “they were either scepti-
cal or appalled.”29 (Childless Ghanaian women and men are still commonly 
suspected of trading their fertility for riches to the devil.30) Kinship, more-
over, was construed and understood very broadly. In matrilineal societies, 
for example, a young man might owe as much or more respect to his mater-
nal uncles as to his father.

West African society tended to be more hierarchical than in North 
America. The Dahomey, who lived along the coast, assigned different levels 
of status even to twins. Among the Gonja, “an older brother or sister may 
correct, chide, or even abuse a younger sibling of either sex and the latter 
ought to accept this in good grace.”31 “No two individuals ever occupied the 
same rank,” notes historian Edna Bay.32 West Africans expected children to 
respect their parents, particularly once the latter were dead. The eldest surviv-
ing sons and daughters of deceased Gonja carried small replicas of handcuffs, 
once used to control slaves, to symbolize their continued obedience to their 
parents. Indeed, not until everyone who had remembered a living person had 
died did that person truly die. For several generations, then, the deceased 
were members of the “living dead,” spirits who remained interested in, and 
engaged with, their families.33 These spirits advised and reproved their living 
family members and were deeply concerned that their descendants showed 
proper respect to their elders, dead and living. A Gonja man remarked: “You 
must give plenty of food to a sister living with you or else she will be talking 
[and the dead ancestors will hear her] and you will die.”34

This respect for deceased ancestors reflected a reverence for elderly people 
in general. “A child does not look at an old man’s face,” remarked the Ewe 
of Ghana.35 In the 1960s, Anlo Ewe sons were not permitted to call their 
fathers by name, to stand or sit in their presence (squatting was the proper 
attitude), or to begin eating before their fathers did. Elders expected the 
younger generation to render them material aid and comfort, along with 
obedience. Among the Mende of Sierra Leone, sons or nephews who left 
home to pursue their own interests without permission risked suffering this 
curse from their fathers: “(O God), you know this is my son; I begat him and 
trained him and laboured for him, and now that he should do some work 
for me he refuses. In anything he does now in the world may he not prosper 
until he comes back to me and begs pardon.”36 When the wayward son did 
return, he went first to his mother, then, with gifts of money and food, to his 
father. He knelt at his father’s feet. He took his father’s right foot in his right 
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hand. He asked his father’s forgiveness and hoped that he would withdraw 
the curse that had blighted his, the son’s, prospects.

Men were much more apt to hold positions of formal authority and power 
than were women. G. K. Nakunya, a scholar who lived among the Anlo Ewe 
of Togo and Ghana in the 1960s, found: “A wife addresses her husband as 
efo, which means ‘elder brother.’ ”37 Men tended to be especially dominant in 
areas where Islam had displaced more traditional religions and in the Kongo 
of west-central Africa, where the elite adopted Christianity in the late six-
teenth century. Islam and Christianity fostered movements from matrilineal 
to patrilineal kinship.

But women were important across West Africa. Powerful men gained 
wealth through the work of wives and the children birthed by those wives. 
Wives could be had by paying a bride price to her family or through capture. 
Indeed, West Africans considered women slaves to be much more valuable 
than male ones, as women could literally multiply a man’s family. Mistreated 
wives could return to their families (if they were not slaves) and often owned 
their own property and businesses. As in other hierarchical relationships, 
furthermore, power brought responsibility. “If you marry a woman she must 
eat,” sang Anlo Ewe women.38 The practice of polygyny and the skewed sex 
ratios engendered by the trans-Atlantic slave trade fostered households that 
were matrifocal in their everyday functioning. Coniagui adults remained par-
ticularly close to their mothers, and sons and mothers were expected to look 
out for and care for each other. Women, moreover, had their own lines of 
organization and authority and enjoyed considerable autonomy from men in 
their economic, ritual, and social affairs. Husbands commonly commanded 
the deference of their wives, but they did not have the right to tell them how 
to go about their work. As among Native Americans, West African society 
tended to be sex segregated. Among the Asante and Fante of Ghana, for 
example, women commonly left their husbands’ homes once they became 
pregnant. After several years, they returned, but their children remained 
at her parents’ home, to be raised by her lineage. After menopause, these 
women returned home for good.

As with indigenous North Americans, to focus simply on the role of 
power and on the extent of autonomy would be to miss what made West 
African society tick. Sundiata, the epic oral account of the founding of the 
Mali Empire early in the thirteenth century, describes the attributes of the 
ideal ruler. Sundiata is great because he is strong and defends those who 
are not. His rule began with a military triumph but ushered in an era of 
prosperity and peace. “Under his sun the upright man was rewarded and 
the wicked one punished.” The depravity of Sundiata’s opposite number, the 
evil Soumaoro, manifested itself in social transgressions, such as the public 
floggings of old men and the forcible abductions of girls whom he refused to 
marry: “He had defiled every family . . . ” The ideal kings “are feared because 
they have power, but they know how to use it and they are loved because 
they love justice.”39 Powerful men had heavy responsibilities. Poorer families 
commonly sent their children to serve and to be cared for by wealthier kin. 
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As Bay notes, “Dahomeans could look to their patrilineage for basic shelter, 
protection, and nurturance, along with access to land and training in artisan 
or other economic skills.” In sum, one lived within a web of relationships 
that were both hierarchical and reciprocal.

Slavery is a particularly striking example of this unequal interdependence. 
West Africans might choose slavery as an alternative to being without kin. “In 
most African societies,” explain Igor Kopytoff and Suzanne Miers, “ ‘free-
dom’ lay not in withdrawal into a meaningless and dangerous autonomy but 
in attachment to a kin group, to a patron, to power—an attachment that 
occurred within a well-defined hierarchical framework.”40 Among the Akan 
of West Africa, “the severance of lineage ties constituted an isolation that 
was tantamount to a death sentence.”41 As an Akan proverb put it, “Because 
the tortoise has no clan, he has already made his casket.”42 This is not to say 
that slavery did not matter, let alone that slaves were equal to their masters. 
If a free man “is ten, a slave is never more than nine,” the Soninke liked to 
say, for “just as the fingers of the hand were created of unequal lengths, so 
people are of unequal value.”43 Mutual rights and obligations did not imply 
equality, and not all slaves were treated well. Slaves constituted about one-
third of the population of the great interior states of Ghana and Mali, even 
more in Songhay. These powerful empires of the savanna and the states of 
the southern forests that grew with European contact often treated their 
slaves brutally, and recently acquired slaves had fewer rights than those who 
had lived with their owners for a long time. But slavery often entailed reci-
procity. After all, a slave’s master was obligated to care for the slave, even in 
old age, and a slave’s children might be fully integrated into the community. 
“No one reveals the origins of another,” was a maxim that the Asante made 
into a law in the eighteenth century.44 Slaves among the Efik of the Bight of 
Biafra called their owners “father” and “mother.”45

John Mbiti asserts that African social relationships must be understood in 
a religious context. Africans expect everyone to marry and to bear children, 
because marriage “forms the focal point where departed, present and com-
ing members of society meet.” Familial terms include everyone one knows; 
“a person has literally hundreds of ‘fathers,’ hundreds of ‘mothers,’ hundreds 
of ‘uncles,’ hundreds of ‘wives,’ and hundreds of ‘sons and daughters.’ ” 
Each of these relationships entails—requires—the performance of specific 
duties. The family also extends vertically, across time. Hence the African 
emphasis on genealogy, a knowledge of ancestors that bequeaths a “sense of 
depth, historical belongingness, a feeling of deep rootedness and a sense of 
sacred obligation to extend the genealogical line.” To not marry, to not have 
and bear and cherish children, is to commit an act of corporate suicide, to 
kill an immense lineage that stretches outward in the present and backward 
and forward in time. A less cosmic choice, such as stealing a villager’s ani-
mal, also has severe consequences. In a community in which “everybody is 
related to everybody else,” an act of theft is also an act of aggression against 
a family member, a violation that obligates the victim’s parents, siblings, and 
cousins to involve themselves in the dispute. No misfortune, large or small, 
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moreover, is accidental; each is the responsibility of someone. The family, 
very broadly understood, is “the centre of love and hatred, of friendship and 
enmity, of trust and suspicion, of joy and sorrow, of generous tenderness 
and bitter jealousies.” In such a world, “a person cannot be individualis-
tic, but only corporate,” for “the human being is claimed as a communal 
subject.”46 Everyone is implicated in a web of reciprocal, often hierarchical 
 relationships.

Philosopher Kwame Gyekye, drawing heavily on the proverbs of the pow-
erful and expansionistic Akan, suggests that Africans were not simply com-
munal. The Akan celebrated the accumulation of wealth. Individuals had 
to take care of themselves. “The lizard does not eat pepper for the frog to 
sweat.” But individual initiative could only take one so far. A man “is not a 
palm-tree that he should be self-complete.” “The individual cannot develop 
outside the community,” summarizes Gyekye, “but the welfare of the com-
munity as a whole cannot dispense with the talents and initiative of its indi-
vidual members.”47 The Akan integrated “individual desires and social ideals 
and demands.”48

Western Europe in general, and England in particular, would seem to 
have very little in common with West Africa and North America at the dawn 
of the sixteenth century, as it entered a period of great population and eco-
nomic growth. England’s population doubled between the 1520s and 1680, 
when it stood at 5 million. A process often referred to as proto-industrial-
ism fueled this expansion. Manufacturing, dominated by cloth, remained 
small-scale, but engaged more and more labor. Agriculture was still the most 
important segment of the economy. Farmers increased their yields through 
efficiency (using fertilizers more extensively, for example) and by bringing 
more and more land under intense cultivation.

Growth brought instability. The cost of food multiplied, as did the num-
ber of people who were landless, poor, and starving. But others, particularly 
farmers who managed to gain a foothold in the new economy, saw their 
standard of living soar. London and smaller cities and towns expanded dra-
matically, as rising farm rents and enclosure combined with the possibilities 
of manufacturing and other urban opportunities to pull and push many away 
from their homes—though many migrants were simply moving from farm to 
farm, as former renters became farm laborers. More than half of the residents 
of a community in Northamptonshire disappeared between 1618 and 1628, 
for example.49

This disruption affected families and communities a great deal. Kinship 
ties became less entrenched in everyday life, as individuals and nuclear fami-
lies sought opportunities that took them away from grandparents, aunts and 
uncles, and cousins. Of the 122 householders living in an Essex village in 
1671, less than one half were related to another householder.50

This economic and social dynamism, this emphasis on geographically 
mobile nuclear families, set England apart from North America and West 
Africa, as these three parts of the globe prepared to meet each other in what 
would become the United States.
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But England’s geographic mobility and the isolation from kin that it 
entailed still left people highly dependent on their neighbors. Farmers relied 
heavily on each other for agricultural and household labor. Villages—if 
not cities—afforded little privacy. Everyone knew everyone else, and those 
who failed to conform to village norms courted excommunication from the 
church and the community, perhaps even accusations of witchcraft. A good 
man or a good woman was a good neighbor who avoided gossip and slander 
and readily helped those in need.

England, like the rest of Europe, emphasized order. Sir John Fortescue, a 
fifteenth-century attorney, described a Great Chain of Being in which every 
object of creation occupied a precise niche: “In this order angel is set over 
angel, rank upon rank in the kingdom of heaven; man is set over man, beast 
over beast, bird over bird, and fish over fish, on the earth in the air and 
in the sea: so that there is no worm that crawls upon the ground, no bird 
that flies on high, no fish that swims in the depths, which the chain of this 
order does not bind in most harmonious concord.”51 Everyone, no matter 
how high or how low, had extensive social obligations. A wealthy merchant 
could wear clothes that a peasant could not. But he could not charge what-
ever price for bread that the market would bear; status brought obligation. 
“Mutuality, subordination, and public service constituted a kind of sacred 
trinity of all respectable societies,” notes Stephen Foster.52

The economic dynamism of the Early Modern Period of course threat-
ened the Great Chain of Being. A younger son, purportedly inferior to his 
older brothers, might utilize the era’s unprecedented opportunities to out-
strip them. For that matter, what if the ruler of England was a woman rather 
than a man?

The Great Chain of Being accommodated growing exceptions to its dic-
tates even as it continued to provide a widely accepted template for ordering 
society. The English of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries believed that 
the family was a miniature version of God’s creation inasmuch as everyone 
occupied a precise place in a decidedly hierarchical system. Patriarchs headed 
families. One authority on family life defined a husband as “he that hath 
authority over the wife.” Wives were “wholly to depend upon him, both in 
judgement and will.”53 Patriarchy was necessary, men asserted, to safeguard 
women from their weak natures. “Females are more wanton and petulant 
than males,” remarked a writer in 1615, “because of the impotency of their 
minds . . . for the imaginations of lustful women are like the imaginations of 
brute beasts which have no repugnancy or contradiction of reason to restrain 
them.”54 This reflexive misogyny, this widespread belief that women were 
closer to nature and therefore inferior to men, was undercut by the acknowl-
edgment that individual women could overcome these proclivities to achieve 
wisdom and restraint. But Englishmen expected husbands to rule wives.

They also expected parents to rule children. No one of this place and 
time, observes Anthony Fletcher, doubted “[t]he necessity of children obey-
ing their parents.” Obdurate children were abnormal. A daughter who would 
“not do anything that her parents bid her but at her own mind” was judged 
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to be “apish, foolish, untoward.”55 The gentry required their children to 
stand before them bareheaded and to kneel to receive their blessing. Society 
tolerated, or even encouraged, at least moderate violence toward children 
and wives who were deemed rebellious.

Yet strong bonds of mutual obligation and love flowed between these 
family members. Clerics urged husbands to abjure violence and other forms 
of naked authoritarianism. A husband should instead view a wife as a “yoke-
fellow and companion,” even as he ruled her. A good husband exercised 
“justice, wisdom, and mildness.”56

It is, of course, much easier to discern what the dispensers of marital 
advice said, rather than how they acted. But many couples claimed to have 
loved each other deeply. “Whatever was real happiness,” said Lady Fanshawe 
of her deceased husband, “God gave it me in him.”57 Contrary to what histo-
rians of a generation ago commonly asserted, parents and children routinely 
expressed affection for one another. An English aristocrat, late in the seven-
teenth century, wrote his wife: “You cannot imagine how pleased I am with 
the children, for they . . . are so fond of me that when I am at home they will 
be always with me, kissing and hugging me.”58 Adult children visited their 
parents frequently, described them as loving, and grieved their deaths.

Husbands and parents clearly had authority over wives and children. But 
authority brought responsibility—a responsibility to cherish as well as to 
guide. The Great Chain of Being was a hierarchy, but a hierarchy that was 
characterized by relations of obligation that flowed downward as well as 
upward. Paternalism, observes Steven Ozment, required “a mutual willing-
ness to make sacrifices for one other.”59 Nor did dominance preclude love.

*  *  *

Paul Riesman, an ethnologist who studied the Fulani of West Africa in the 
1960s, was often exhausted by their intense social obligations. “The pres-
ence of people demanded of us a sort of state of constant alert,” particularly 
as time passed, and the Fulani began to treat him and his wife as part of the 
community. Every person one met had to be greeted in a prescribed, often 
lengthy manner. Only prayer was an acceptable reason not to set aside what-
ever one was doing to exchange greetings to passersby. The Fulani loved to 
travel and to visit, so these stylized conversations filled a large portion of 
each day. The Fulani also expected one another to bear their many sorrows 
as their own and to demonstrate great sadness whenever misfortune struck. 
They counted on others to intervene when their anger or other emotions got 
the better of them, to stop them from acting rashly. Self-restraint, internal-
ized in the West, was “maintained by the actual presence of others.” In sum, 
“the personality is not entirely localized in the body and mind of a person, 
but . . . also includes the people with whom he has relations. Without the oth-
ers, a man lacks a part of himself; this is not simply a poetic way of seeing 
things but an objective statement of fact.” The individual, as understood by 
modern Westerners, did not exist. The expectation that Riesman would, for 
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example, “stop everything and reply immediately” to a greeting constituted 
“a heavy obligation and an imposition on my freedom,” specifically the free-
dom “of being left alone.”60

The freedom to be “left alone” was hard to come by across the globe dur-
ing the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. The land that would eventually 
become the United States was populated by indigenous nations that defined 
one’s very identify in the context of kinship. West African communities were 
more hierarchical, but extremely interdependent. England afforded a grow-
ing sliver of its population a chance at uninherited wealth, and broad portions 
of the populace enjoyed increased material comfort. But these developments 
transpired within a system of mutuality and obligation.

These three divergent societies would soon intermingle under very differ-
ent circumstances in North America—and in ways that often stretched, or 
even transformed, their patterns of kinship and family.



Chapter 2

The Search for Order in North America

The restless ambition that drove a small minority of Western Europeans 
across the Atlantic Ocean profoundly affected millions of Native Americans 
and West Africans. Native American groups suffered widespread death, 
dependency, or even extinction from disease and, often, warfare. European 
demands for cheap labor in the Americas wrenched West Africans from their 
villages and left them with the work of creating new societies essentially from 
scratch. The great majority of European colonists went voluntarily to North 
America, but most of them at first came as individuals rather than in families 
and went to places where white women were few and death was common. In 
sum, European colonization of the Americas mingled and disrupted the lives 
of people from three continents.

Despite this geographic and ethnic diversity and all the variations of place, 
race, status, and circumstance, North Americans shared a common endeavor: 
restoring social equilibrium through the use of family, kin, and neighbors.

*  *  *

The arrival of Europeans in the Americas provoked the greatest demographic 
disaster in recorded history. The rate of population decline averaged about 
90 percent per century. Many died well before they met European people. 
Smallpox swept down the Columbia River and northward through the Puget 
Sound in the 1780s, killing in a few years roughly one-third of the populace. 
Losses were heaviest among densely populated peoples, such as the Pueblo, 
and lighter on the Great Plains, where settlements were more dispersed. But 
no nation escaped death. Disease inflicted a horrible toll on societies where 
each individual was linked intimately to scores of others; depopulated clans 
lost their capacity to function. The proliferation of corpses and pockmarked 
faces also constituted a psychological and spiritual reproach. Calamity always 
happened for a reason; death and suffering on such an epic scale could only 
mean that the world was out of balance. Disease inflicted tremendous tan-
gible and intangible costs upon Indians, including a much weakened capacity 
to resist Europeans.
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Conquest brought still more death. Some Europeans wanted only to 
trade. But many wanted land, and they were willing to take it by force. 
Puritans killed the great majority of the Pequot in their 1637 war, through 
summary executions. Most of the surviving women and children were cap-
tured and enslaved, even if this meant separating mothers from their chil-
dren, with many being shipped to the Caribbean. The dwindling remnant 
of New England Indians struggled to find a niche for themselves and their 
kin. The Wampanoag or Pokanoket at Martha’s Vineyard succeeded for sev-
eral generations at creating a reasonably stable and independent community 
in which residents blended Christianity with traditional kinship ties. But 
these communities fragmented in the eighteenth century. The indigenous 
people of Natick lost about one-third of their land in just twenty years. 
Dispossessed Indians wandered from place to place, selling crafts or their 
labor. One Hannah Cousett noted in the 1750s “that for 30 years past she 
has been [strolling] about from Town to Town geting her living where she 
could but never lived During that time the space of one year at any Town at 
any time.”1

Less lethal forms of contact also harmed Native Americans. The Spanish 
completed a brutal conquest of the Pueblo in 1598 and then hoped to live 
off the labor of the latter while transforming their culture. Franciscan priests 
had no use for premarital sex, polygyny, nudity, or two spirits. They pun-
ished the Pueblo, who persisted in such practices, by putting them in stocks, 
by whipping them, or worse. They required men to give up hunting and 
warring and occupy themselves with tasks that had been women’s work. The 
priests focused their religious instruction on the young and rewarded con-
verts with livestock, seeds, and tools. The groups that were most receptive 
to their teachings became patrilineal or bilateral, rather than matrilineal and 
matrilocal.

Simply avoiding white newcomers was not a viable option. As in West 
Africa, trading with Europeans brought telling military advantages. The Nez 
Perce welcomed the exhausted members of the Lewis and Clark Expedition 
in 1805, in large part because they hoped that the newcomers could provide 
the guns or perhaps even the diplomacy to counter the growing power of the 
Blackfeet and the Shoshone, who already enjoyed access to firearms.

Europeans brought opportunities as well as calamities. Horses dispersed 
northward after the Pueblo Revolt of 1680 across the Great Plains and the 
Columbia Plateau. Horses propelled the Teton and Yankton westward, onto 
the Great Plains, in the 1700s. They had by then acquired firearms from 
French traders, and the opportunity to trap more beaver and acquire buffalo 
hides figured into their decision to wrest territory from the Omaha, Pawnee, 
Crow, and others. Leaders like Comcomly of the Chinooks used the fur 
trade to achieve unprecedented wealth and influence.

But for every group and person who profited from the arrival of horses and 
trade, others suffered. This was particularly true in the Southeast, where the 
Spanish, the French, the British, and then the Americans struggled to estab-
lish supremacy over indigenous nations and over one another. The  contest 
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between Europeans gave some, like the Choctaw, temporary leverage. But it 
also made them vulnerable to attack from indigenous nations that were allied 
with the Europeans. These conflicts prompted a much-expanded slave trade 
in which Indians captured and sold each other across the Southeast in the 
seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries. The Yamasee traded both indig-
enous and escaped African- American slaves to the English and Spanish, and 
they helped the English defeat the Tuscarora in 1713. They then began to 
suffer from slave raids themselves, revolted against the English, and were 
ruthlessly punished for it. Indians made up much of the plantation workforce 
in South Carolina and elsewhere, well into the eighteenth century. More 
indigenous slaves ended up in the Caribbean, where they had no chance of 
returning home. Disease, paired with the brutality of warfare and raiding, 
destroyed some nations altogether. Remnants joined stronger groups, such 
as the Cherokee, or coalesced to create new ones, such as the Catawba and 
Seminole. Indigenous peoples’ capacity for creating new social and political 
relations proved to be essential to survival.

Contact encouraged hierarchy. Increased trade and warfare enhanced 
men’s status and power. Southeastern women had controlled the extent of 
raiding by demanding captives to cover the deaths of kin and supplying—or 
denying—provisions. But the bloody wars of the seventeenth and eighteenth 
centuries were fought at the behest of Europeans who paid indigenous men 
for captives. The slave and deerskin trades tilted aboriginal economies in 
favor of male activities and brought European blankets, utensils, and other 
goods that were once fabricated by women. Men on the Great Plains were 
much more likely to own horses than women were, and their status increased 
at women’s expense. Women spent more and more time at the tedious work 
of processing the thick hides procured and traded by men. This infusion of 
male wealth led to greater stratification. Polygyny grew, particularly when so 
many captives were young women. Status was increasingly measured not by 
service to the group, but by the accumulation of livestock and other forms 
of wealth.

Most Indian nations of the Southwest retained their political autonomy 
for centuries. This owed something to low numbers of Spanish and the mili-
tary prowess of highly mobile nations such as the Apache and Comanche. 
But such groups also survived by incorporating the newcomers’ weapons, 
animals, and people. Slave raiding and trading in the Southwest constituted 
what historian James Brooks in his aptly entitled Captives & Cousins calls 
a “pragmatic and often violent business of mingling families and produc-
ing hybrid cultures.”2 Slavery both destroyed and created kinship. As late as 
the mid-nineteenth century, starving Indians essentially pawned themselves 
into slavery to the Comanche for the food and other benefits of fictive kin-
ship. Membership, even at the bottom rungs of Comanche society, brought 
a modicum of security, and their children might become important family 
members of the people who had enslaved their parents.

Natives tried to make Europeans kin. The Dutch reported in 1655 that 
the Mohawks could not understand why the Europeans “did not entertain 
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them in such a manner as they entertained us when visiting their land,” a 
slight that “was not altogether brotherly.”3 Indigenous peoples commonly 
chose prominent traders as both husbands and godparents. The Caddos—of 
what would become Texas—expected that intermarriage would be accom-
panied by a willingness to fight alongside them in their battles, and the 
Apache sought marriage with Spaniards in the mid-eighteenth century to 
secure peace with them. Groups such as the Apache, the Comanche, and the 
Navajo also took hundreds of Spanish and, later, American captives, whom 
they integrated into their villages.

But intermarriage often led to sociocultural fragmentation elsewhere. 
New England Indians worried that women’s marriages to African Americans 
threatened the group’s solidarity. Indeed, African American men chafed 
at indigenous communal traditions, particularly when their wife’s death 
stripped them of the land on which they had worked so hard. It is difficult to 
discern the precise motives that prompted Pocahontas to marry John Rolfe 
in 1614 on the Chesapeake, but it certainly served to raise her status, even as 
it removed her from the Powhatan. Intermarriage remained common in the 
Southeast well into the nineteenth century, as women of powerful families 
attracted white traders as suitors. The children of such unions seldom joined 
white society and instead became liberal forces within indigenous communi-
ties. They were much more apt than their counterparts to read and write, to 
become Christians, to own livestock, to practice European forms of agricul-
ture, and to establish trading posts. They also moved their societies closer to 
European cultural ideals—by switching to patrilineal forms of inheritance, 
for example. These innovations led to considerable hard feelings and, in the 
case of the Muskogee or Creek, to widespread violence when traditionalists 
attacked the mixed bloods.

English colonies largely succeeded in both changing and maintaining 
a thick line between themselves and Native Americans. Spanish colonists 
were more adaptable, their communities more diverse. Many Indian ser-
vants and slaves eventually became part of New Mexico’s Spanish com-
munity. Some, to be sure, were transported south, to the heart of New 
Spain. But those who stayed might become a Spaniard’s wife or otherwise 
gain their freedom and become Spanish-speaking members of the com-
munity. The children of women who married Spaniards became Spanish, 
as New Mexicans applied the appellations “Spaniard” and “white” more 
culturally than racially. A person of high status was white, regardless of 
skin pigmentation—in part because just about everyone in New Mexico 
had some Indian or African ancestry. Indian men and their progeny found 
it more difficult to become white. They constituted most of the genizaro 
(rough people) community, which formed the bottom rung of the Spanish 
social ladder. In 1733, a group of more than one hundred genizaro family 
heads included men from at least seven different Indian nations. By 1800, 
New Mexico’s “Spanish” population outnumbered its Indian population 
by a ratio of roughly 2:1. But most members of the Spanish colony had 
some Indian ancestry.
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New Mexico was racist, hierarchical, and often brutal. In 1638, Isabel 
Yantula charged Fray Nicolas with the killing of her husband and then with 
using her as his concubine. Even after the reconquest, Pueblo leaders com-
plained that Spanish men commonly raped the women who “enter Santa Fe 
to mill wheat and spin wool.” Genizaros were supposed to remove their hats 
and bow their heads in the presence of their superiors. Eusebio Chávez beat 
Andrés Martín, his father-in-law, in 1765, when Martín called him a “mixed-
blood dog son of a whore.” Part of Chávez’s restitution was to kneel publicly 
at Martín’s feet and ask for forgiveness “for having lacked in the respect” 
owed him “due to his age and the dignity of being his father-in-law.”4

But even those who were at the bottom of New Mexico’s social ladder 
were still on the ladder. Freed genizaros commonly formed their own com-
munities and could receive property through military service to the colony. 
Compadrazgo (godparenthood) constituted a system of fictive kinship in 
which genizaro or other marginal youth acquired powerful godparents, 
sponsors from the Spanish community.

Reciprocity also modulated hierarchy inside Northern New Spain’s fami-
lies. Well-to-do families guarded the honor, the virginity of their daughters, 
closely, but New Mexico did not have a lot of wealthy families. Its social 
fluidity and lack of compact settlements abetted the freedom of women and 
youth, many of whom had to work outside the home to help their families 
to survive. Subordination, furthermore, did not entail helplessness. Spanish 
tradition encouraged young people to choose their own spouses. Steve 
Stern’s brilliant The Secret History of Gender: Women, Men, and Power in Late 
Colonial Mexico notes that women perceived marriage as a “relationship of 
unequal mutuality that imposed permanent moral responsibilities on men.” 
Men’s greater status entailed responsibility to their wives and children, and 
women complained to neighbors and civic and religious authorities when 
their husbands fell short of that ideal. They “contested not patriarchal first 
principles as such but their operational meaning in the practical workings of 
everyday life.”5

The same could be said of subordinates more generally who were on New 
Spain’s northern fringe. Colonists and indigenous people became deeply 
implicated in each others’ families and communities. New Mexico was hier-
archical, violent, and race conscious. But it was also a place of great racial and 
cultural diversity and social interdependence.

The Chesapeake (coastal Virginia and Maryland) colonies both resembled 
and differed from New Mexico.

Like the Spanish, early arrivals on the Chesapeake sought immediate 
wealth, and few women accompanied the treasure seekers. An early Virginia 
Company pamphlet boasted of their male settlers that “neither the imbrace-
ments of their wives, nor indulgences to their babes, nor the neglect of 
their domesticke fortunes, nor banishment from their native soile, . . . have 
broken their noble resolution” to the colony.6 Most of these colonists died 
within a couple of years. Children were, of course, rare. The discovery in 
the 1610s that tobacco was a valuable cash crop fostered economic success 
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but continued social instability. Tobacco required a great deal of land and 
labor, mostly in the form of indentured servants, who traded transportation 
from England and a chance to some day become planters themselves upon 
completing about seven years of labor. About three-quarters of the British 
immigrants to the Chesapeake at that time came as indentured servants. A 
significant minority would become prosperous farmers in their own right, 
for the Chesapeake offered, perhaps, the best chance for socioeconomic 
mobility in the English-speaking world. But indentured servitude exacer-
bated the region’s unstable social structure. About six out of seven of these 
servants were men for much of the seventeenth century, and most of them, 
like their more well-to-do counterparts, proved reluctant to marry Native 
American or African American women. Women servants were supposed to 
remain childless. About half the number of servants died before they became 
free; planters had little incentive to treat them with much consideration. All 
of this skewed the Chesapeake’s sex ratios and retarded family formation 
throughout the seventeenth century.

Families that did form struggled with the consequences of death through-
out the seventeenth century. Even by the turn of the eighteenth century, 
most children who were born in Middlesex County, Virginia, had lost one or 
both parents by the age of thirteen. A hypothetical but representative couple 
of this time and place married when the husband was twenty-four and the 
wife twenty. They had five children before the wife died at age thirty-nine. 
The husband would quickly remarry, have two or three more children by this 
second wife, and die at forty-eight.7 Death repeatedly reshuffled families. 
Successful households required the services of skilled housekeepers, women 
who produced, processed, and prepared food, made and mended clothing, 
and of course birthed and raised children. Children usually grew up with 
two parents, though one (or even both of those parents) was apt to be a 
stepparent. Those with no biological parents or inheritances were commonly 
bound out as servants, trading their labor for room and board, until they 
reached their majority.

As in England—also a very volatile place—bonds of neighborliness often 
substituted for a lack of blood kin. Friendships were especially important, for 
a man often had to count on male friends rather than on male kin to oversee 
their estates and to ensure that fatherless children were not abused or their 
inheritances squandered. Just 17 percent of identifiable friendships among 
household heads entailed relations of kinship (blood or marriage) in 1687. 
In Middlesex County around 1700, 36 percent of marriages were between 
people who had lived within a half- mile radius of each other, 95 percent 
within five miles. “The great majority of planters were embedded in an intri-
cate network of friends and neighbors,” concludes James Horn.8

New England families were stable from the outset. Most immigrants 
came for largely religious reasons; they therefore came to stay, and about 
seven out of every eight arrived with one or more relatives. They also settled 
where epidemics had killed most of the indigenous inhabitants, a circum-
stance that spared them from much of the armed conflict that beset the 
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early Chesapeake. Rapidly moving rivers bequeathed healthful conditions, 
an advantage they improved upon by focusing on disciplined subsistence 
agriculture rather than get-rich-quick schemes. If the Chesapeake was like 
England, only more so, early New England constituted something of a ref-
uge from the mother country’s dynamic economic and social changes. Most 
people who lived to see their twentieth birthday could expect to survive into 
their sixties and to know their grandchildren. The great majority of children 
grew up with both parents. Parents commonly compelled their sons to serve 
for many years before releasing their inheritances. Women were less apt to be 
widowed or to be independent than in the Chesapeake.

Puritan society was close-knit by design. The Puritans were dissenters, 
religious idealists who were attempting to live out their understanding of 
what constituted a biblical, Godly community far from the powerful heads 
of England or the Church of England. As Calvinists, they knew that humans 
were bound to sin. Hierarchical, orderly, and harmonious communities and 
families would both foster happiness and please God. Everyone had to live 
near a church or a town. A Connecticut law from the 1630s stipulated “that 
noe yonge man that is neither maried nor hath any servaunte, and be noe 
publicke officer, shall keepe howse by himself, without consent of the Towne 
where he lives.” In 1675, Massachusetts provided for a cadre of tithingmen, 
“sober and discreet” people, to inspect ten to a dozen families apiece and to 
report those guilty of disorder.9

Hierarchical families constituted the building blocks of the community 
and of the holy commonwealth. Men governed women, and the young 
were to defer to and respect their elders. Parents could be fined for not 
restraining their children’s behavior or for punishing them too harshly. The 
Puritans were the first in the Western world to pass laws against wife beat-
ing—though here, as elsewhere, men were allowed, or even encouraged, to 
use moderate violence to “correct” wayward or disobedient wives. Divorce, 
though easier to come by than just about anywhere else in the Western 
world, was rare, and New England courts ordered separated couples “to live 
quietly and peaceably together as man and wife” or face imprisonment or 
 expulsion.10 Scholars have found that women who were accused of witchcraft 
tended to be independent—to have their own livelihood—or to be single, 
for example. Puritan authorities ran Anne Hutchinson out of Massachusetts 
for heresy. She acted as “a Husband” rather than as “a wife, and a preacher 
than a Hearer; and a Magistrate than a Subject.” Governor John Winthrop 
impugned her husband as “a man of a very mild temper and weak parts, and 
wholly guided by his wife,” of not being, in sum, a man.11 Puritans con-
structed gender and familial relations within a tightly organized and hierar-
chical social  structure.

But in New England, as in Old England, domination entailed affection 
and obligation. Samuel Sewall was distressed when Betty, his fourteen-year-
old daughter, revealed her fears of going to hell. “I answer’d her Tears as well 
as I could, and pray’d with many Tears on either part; hope God heard us.”12 
Married couples grieved at the loss of their children and at the loss of their 
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spouses, too. Sarah Goodhue wrote in around 1681 to her husband, as she 
sensed that death would soon take her:

In all my burthens thou hast willingly with me sympathized, and cheerfully 
thou hast helped me bear them: . . . This twenty years experience of thy love 
to me in this kind, hath so instamped it upon my mind, that I do think that 
there never was man more truly kind to a woman: I desire forever to bless and 
praise the Lord, that in mercy to my soul, he by his providence ordered that I 
should live with thee . . . 13

Winthrop, in his oft-cited 1630 sermon on the Arbella, proclaimed that 
good Christians must treat each other with “meekness, gentleness, patience 
and liberality, we must delight in each other, make others’ Conditions our 
own, rejoice together, mourn together, labour, and suffer together, . . . ”14 He 
believed that social inequality reflected God’s way of making people depend 
on one another for love and care. Wives and children should be as eager 
to obey their husbands and parents, respectively, as humans were to obey 
God. “It should be the very Joy of your Life, to yield Obedience unto the 
commands of your Parents,” remarked Cotton Mather.15 Salvation by grace 
freed people to choose subordination to one’s heavenly and earthly superiors. 
Affection and service worked both ways, moreover. “Everyone was not equal, 
but neither was anyone autonomous,” sums up Lisa Wilson. “Fathers asserted 
their authority in early New England within a context of mutual obligation 
and love.”16 Puritans expected fathers to support their families materially, 
to work hard, and to make a good living. They were also responsible for 
their family’s religious well-being, the spiritual, moral, and practical educa-
tion of their children, so that they could make their own living and way in the 
world. The Puritans’ “patriarchal ideal of manliness,” notes Anne Lombard, 
“expressed what they saw as a desirable arrangement of interdependencies 
between human beings, one that ensured that the strong cared for the weak, 
that children grew to be healthy adults, and that human society was as peace-
ful and stable as possible.”17 No one was free to do as he or she wished. “In 
the hierarchy of the church (as in the state) man could be subordinate as well 
as dominant,” Margaret Mason observes.18 All men had to answer to God, 
of course, but virtually every husband had to answer, to pay his respects, to 
earthly superiors, even as he governed his own household. The Puritans had 
an abiding belief in sin, in the reality and potency of evil, and they believed 
that subordinates should both love and fear superiors, just as even the most 
powerful minister both loved and feared God. Love was not enough. Love 
without fear of God and other superiors, love without discipline, would ruin 
a child’s material and spiritual future. A successful life, even the making of a 
bare living, required cultivating a spirit of obedience and industriousness.

This industriousness eventually undermined New England communities. 
During the second half of the seventeenth century, merchants became more 
wealthy and gravitated to Boston and other cities. Tradition-minded minis-
ters criticized them in particular, and other people more generally, for losing 
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the fire of the first generation. The last spasm of witch-hunting, in 1692, 
arose in part because of intertwined economic, cultural, social, and religious 
differences between subsistence-oriented Salem Village and their more cos-
mopolitan, market-oriented neighbors.

New England remained much more coherent and stable than did the 
Chesapeake at the turn of the eighteenth century. But the two areas were 
becoming much more alike than they had been during the first half of the 
seventeenth century.

Puritans had the easiest time creating families on the North American 
continent, Africans the most difficult. Slavery was well-established in West 
Africa by the fifteenth century. Slaves were people who had committed seri-
ous crimes, had been captured in warfare, or had sold themselves to avoid 
hunger or other dire consequences. But as the European demand for slaves 
grew, West African leaders carried out slave raids along the coast and then 
penetrated more and more deeply into the interior, enslaving millions, who 
would then be transported across the Atlantic Ocean.

Historians still debate the moral, political, demographic, and economic 
consequences of the slave trade for West African states. But there is no doubt 
that the practice constituted a horrible tragedy for those who were victim-
ized by it. Roughly half the number of West Africans who were captured for 
the trade never boarded a ship; they died on the long march to the ocean 
or in the dismal holding pens that awaited them there. Those who survived 
were herded into holds and packed into spaces too small to even turn over in. 
Roughly 15 percent of those who began the trans-Atlantic journey died on 
the way, and many others would have died had the crews not force-fed them 
or surrounded the ships with nets to ensnare those who attempted suicide 
by jumping off their decks. Slave trading was a brutal business in which the 
dual prospects of huge profits and shipboard revolts caused slave traders to 
treat their captives with extreme cruelty.

But the physical cruelties of the slave trade were arguably dwarfed by its 
social consequences. West Africans defined and located themselves in relation 
to others in their village, clan, or nation. One was a daughter, son, mother, 
father, aunt, uncle, or cousin to hundreds of others. As slaves were ordinarily 
captured in small groups, or even singly, enslavement meant being torn from 
the great majority of one’s family and kin and then subsequent renderings as 
fellow villagers died or were purchased by a succession of slave traders on both 
sides of the Atlantic. West Africans had sometimes chosen slavery to become 
implicated in kinship relations. But this new form of slavery meant being ripped 
involuntarily from that life-giving context. In the words of James Sweet,

To be removed from the kinship network was to alter the life cycle in ways 
that are unimaginable for most Westerners. The meanings of the markers that 
define the human life span—birth, childhood, adolescence, marriage, child-
rearing, old age, and dying—were all radically transformed. To face these 
challenges alone, without the collective support and shared understanding of 
the natal network of kin, was tantamount to social death.19
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Stephanie Smallwood’s Saltwater Slavery points out that re-creating kinship 
was not the work of a week or even of many years. Slave ships contained “not 
a functioning whole but rather an arbitrary collective of isolated and alien-
ated persons.” The enslaved could hardly hope to be reunited with kin, even 
in death. To die without a funeral, to expire without food and drink, to be 
buried away from the West African earth of one’s ancestors, was to die in a 
completely new and horrifying way. Hence in South Carolina, an African-
born slave “decorated the grave of his departed son with ‘a miniature canoe, 
about a foot long, and a little paddle, with which he said it would cross the 
ocean to his own country.’ ”20

Those who survived the slave coffles, pens, and dungeons of Africa and 
the middle passage across the Atlantic Ocean faced the daunting task of 
re-creating, from scratch, with highly diverse and traumatized parts, a new 
society. The great majority of enslaved Africans went to the Caribbean or 
to Brazil, where they typically worked on large plantations and died young. 
These societies were characterized by: a continual influx of Africans pur-
chased to replace those who died; highly skewed sex ratios; few children; and 
social and cultural separation from the white minority.

Those who came to the North American continent found conditions that 
were much different and, in some respects, better, during most of the sev-
enteenth century. These early African Americans enjoyed more rights and 
autonomy than their descendants would. The English enslaved defeated 
white opponents for much of the seventeenth century. Slavery was not yet 
understood and practiced as a purely race-based, permanent institution. Early 
slave owners often purchased so-called “Creoles,” slaves who had already 
lived for some years in the Caribbean, for example, rather than slaves who 
had freshly arrived from Africa. Many early slaves were from the Caribbean 
or West Central Africa, the Kongo or Angola, where the Portuguese had 
spread Christianity. These slaves were apt to have learned English and to 
possess other marketable skills before arriving on the continent, advantages 
which might help them to buy their freedom. In Northern cities, especially, 
slaves more often served in the house than in the fields. Whites greatly out-
numbered them and did not worry as much about slave rebellion. Racism 
existed, to be sure. But significant numbers of African Americans paid taxes 
or even owned land on the Chesapeake by the 1660s, and a few were mar-
ried to whites.

All this changed in the South during the last third of the seventeenth 
century, when black slaves replaced white indentured servants as the primary 
source of plantation labor, and new, black-majority slave societies began in 
the Carolinas and Georgia. Under the new paradigm, white equaled free, 
black equaled slave. White laws and leaders discouraged black manumissions 
and intermarriages. Slaves were still treated less harshly than those in the 
Caribbean, but in the Deep South, especially, white masters could beat or 
even maim them with little fear of consequences.

Yet the spread of slavery fostered more stable slave families and communi-
ties. Profits from plantation agriculture on the continent remained modest 
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compared to those on the Caribbean, so owners in the American South had 
a relatively high financial interest in slaves’ health and reproductive capaci-
ties. Slave women were more likely to both survive and to bear children than 
their counterparts in the Caribbean, a trend that led to much more even 
sex ratios. The number of males per female in a Maryland parish dropped 
from 1:8 in the 1690s to 1:5 a half century later, to 1:1 at onset of the 
American Revolution.21 By that time, adults no longer outnumbered chil-
dren. Chesapeake slaves reproduced themselves by the 1730s, though their 
rates of infant and childhood mortality remained higher than that of the 
whites. By the 1770s, African-born slaves constituted just one-tenth of the 
Chesapeake’s total.

By the time of the American Revolution, most slaves lived in families. 
Kin ties also proliferated. In 1772, he master of Tom, a run-away slave of 
Caroline County, Virginia, thought it likely that he had fled to one of four 
places, as he had “many relations.”22 On larger plantations, individual cab-
ins had largely replaced barrack-like structures, bequeathing individual slave 
families a degree of privacy. In coastal South Carolina sex ratios were highly 
skewed and children were rare early in the 1700s. Late in the century, most 
slaves lived in two-parent households on the larger plantations.

Of course, to document the emergence of slave families is to say noth-
ing of the lives that they led and the horrible conditions they were forced 
to endure. But the emergence of African American slavery, of a labor force 
dominated by Creoles rather than by Africans, meant that most slaves would 
grow up and live among blood kin. Fictive kin—the creation of familial-
like bonds with persons one did not share a common ancestor with—would 
remain an important part of African American slavery. But so would biologi-
cal ties, familial relations that would constitute slavery’s keenest cruelty and 
its most prized consolation. Brutalized fragments of dispersed and diverse 
African communities had, with their descendents, created African American 
identities, communities, and families.

*  *  *

All of North America’s disparate groups showed a great deal of resilience in 
adjusting to the impact of colonization. Juana Hurtado was the daughter of a 
Zia (Pueblo) mother and a prominent Hispanic father who held encomiendas 
(rights to the labor of subject Indians.) Juana was kidnapped at age seven in 
1680 by Indians. She returned to the Spanish community sixteen years later, 
with her two children. Her Dené (Navajo) kin continued to visit her. She 
gained a private land grant and had some children by a man who was mar-
ried to another woman. Colonial officials wanted to punish Juana and her 
family for immorality. But the Zia Pueblo protected and defended her, and 
Fray Miguel Menchero praised her for helping him in his efforts to convert 
the Dené. One of her children became the teniente (assistant magistrate) of 
their district. Most of her descendants became Pueblo. Kinship ties were 
both complicated and potent in the Southwest.
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North America offered the prospect of freedom for European colonists. 
“The conquistadores,” notes Alan Taylor, “ultimately lusted for power over 
others that they might escape dependence upon a superior,” an escape nearly 
impossible to come by “in European societies premised upon a strict hierar-
chy of power that obliged almost everyone to submit to a superior.”23 This 
lust for power disrupted or destroyed people’s lives and kinship structures 
across North America and West Africa.

But most North Americans had at least partially recovered their social 
equilibrium by the 1700s. Native American nations that had been conquered 
were fragmented, and many of those who remained independent had been 
weakened by disease, stratification, and conquest. But such groups used 
flexible kinship structures to accommodate these unprecedented changes. 
African Americans recovered from the shock of Trans-Atlantic enslavement 
to invent and sustain new kin networks. Stable white communities became 
the rule rather than the exception on the Chesapeake, as indentured servi-
tude faded and sex ratios evened.

The legacy of perceiving in America fresh possibilities, an escape from 
subordination and stasis, would continue to inform the American dream and 
reality. But by 1700, most American colonies had contained these hopes in 
familial and social structures of authority and obligation.



Chapter 3

Revolution and Continuity

Going to North America was something of a subversive act for Europeans. 
It entailed leaving established, hierarchical communities, and often families, 
for a chance at economic and social advancement. Even the Puritans, who 
succeeded at creating more stable communities than the ones they had left 
behind, fled the authority of Crown and established church, and it is surely 
no coincidence that pious New England produced some of the most radical 
political and religious minds of the eighteenth and subsequent centuries.

Radicalism ripened as the colonies stabilized. Economic development fos-
tered confidence. Social hierarchies loosened. The American Revolution itself 
was the culmination of a broad set of developments that had in common the 
questioning of authority and the assertion of reason over tradition.

But social relations within families changed much more slowly than did 
North America’s political allegiances. The American Revolution was bound 
up in a cluster of complex, interrelated changes, including a loosening of 
patriarchy. But the eighteenth century did not overturn traditional familial 
relations.

*  *  *

The Quakers, who began settling in North America late in the seventeenth 
century, created distinctive families that anticipated later developments 
among less progressive populations. The Quakers lived across much of North 
America by the mid-seventeenth century, but not until the wealthy William 
Penn founded the colony of Pennsylvania in 1681 did they flourish. Eastern 
Pennsylvania had fertile land, which industrious Quakers soon turned into 
profitable farms. This Protestant sect’s members believed that Christians 
were obligated to create holy communities. Unlike the Puritans, they were 
optimistic about human nature and believed that everyone carried a spark of 
divinity, an “inner light.” Quaker worship services consisted largely of listen-
ing for, or contemplating, this inner light: God communicated with them 
directly rather than through intermediaries.
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This belief that Christians could live an essentially perfect, Christlike life 
affected social relations. Devout Quakers asserted that violence was both 
sinful and avoidable. Children were born innocent and perfect, not stained 
by original sin. Everyone was saved—or was at least capable of salvation. 
This universalism and optimism led Quakers to question social gradations 
between young and old, women and men, poor and wealthy that other people 
in the Western world took for granted. Indeed, Quakers would be the first 
white North Americans to begin the long process of ending slavery. Quaker 
farmers soon exported a substantial portion of their crops, and profits from 
these exports freed the women and the children from much of the tedious 
work that was still predominant in New England. Women instead focused on 
child nurture, and many became leaders in the church and community. They 
inspected engagements and marriages to ensure that these met the church’s 
high standards for harmony and piety, a responsibility that impinged on 
the lives of men as well as of women. Women ministers traveled and spoke 
widely, a practice that many men respected and encouraged. The Quakers 
favored persuasion and nurture over coercion and violence in raising their 
sons and daughters, and their children tended to receive their inheritances 
much earlier than did their New England counterparts.

Pennsylvania boasted North America’s most dynamic economy for much 
of the eighteenth century, but other colonies were not far behind. The thir-
teen colonies grew from roughly 250,000 in 1700 to 2,500,000 at the out-
break of the American Revolution. As in England a century before, increased 
trade lay at the heart of growth. The Southern colonies exported lucrative 
plantation crops such as tobacco, rice, and indigo to England, the Middle 
Colonies shipped grain and other staples to the slave economies of the 
Caribbean, and New England provided many of the ships and the merchants 
to prosecute the trade. A larger and larger proportion of colonial exports 
consisted of value-added products such as lumber, flour, iron, and rum, and 
colonial craftsmen were fashioning furniture, shoes, cloth, and even stoves 
for domestic consumption.

The great majority of people still lived in the countryside, and the products 
of most farms were consumed close to home. Indeed, the most impressive 
rates of population growth often occurred in the backcountry of the Carolinas 
and Pennsylvania, places usually far removed from navigable streams, at a 
time when it cost as much to move goods ten miles in a wagon as it did to 
ship them across the Atlantic Ocean. All of the colonies imported most of 
their finished goods. Manufacturing remained relatively modest, even close 
to the ocean. Dozens of iron foundries appeared across the colonies, and New 
England boasted a strong shipbuilding industry. But more typical were mod-
est sawmills or small shops producing rudimentary goods, such as barrels or 
shoes. Much of the colonies’ explosive population growth (tenfold in seventy 
years) came from immigration. Thousands of British emigrants continued to 
arrive, but so did those from the continent, particularly pietistic Germans, 
such as the Moravians and the Mennonites. The result was “a heterogeneous 
culture made up of homogeneous and largely isolated individual units.”1
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Prosperity spread across the colonies. In the Chesapeake, where slavery 
continued to expand, leading planters lived in stately brick or wooden homes. 
By the 1730s, their homes were filled with fine furniture and dinnerware. 
In rural Virginia, less than one in ten poor or middling households owned a 
table fork in 1700. Three quarters of a century later, one in five poor fami-
lies and one half of middling ones owned that item, and nearly one-third of 
poor families in Massachusetts had table knives and forks.2 Improved roads 
linked larger towns, places with growing numbers of artisans, merchants, 
innkeepers, and attorneys plied their trades. Agricultural products flowed 
from ports where more and more goods such as clocks, textiles, china, and 
other imports arrived. Philadelphia grew from 10,000 people in 1720 to 
40,000 in 1775.

Rich and poor people became more numerous. This was particularly evi-
dent in the colonies’ growing cities, which drew ambitious merchants and 
desperate laborers. The top tenth of Boston taxpayers owned 46 percent of its 
taxable property in 1687 and 63 percent in 1771.3 The elite advertised their 
status by building expensive houses and purchasing luxury goods such as tea, 
carriages, and powdered wigs. Restrictive and expensive clothing illustrated 
that one did not need to use one’s body to make a living.

Prosperity undercut some forms of community interdependence and def-
erence. The social aspects of servitude receded. Domestic servitude, which 
bound individuals to labor for a particular family for several years, gave way 
to contractual arrangements that either party could break at short notice. 
Servants, like other actors in the new economy, were providing a service for 
a price, not joining a family. Respect for the elderly waned. Wealth displaced 
age as the main criterion for enjoying the most prestigious seats in church, 
for example. Litigation, which was frowned upon in early New England, 
grew. Urbanization created larger and more fluid communities in which kin, 
at least for the working class, were rarely present, sex ratios were seldom 
even, and disease and death were never far away. All of these factors, together 
with the frequent comings and goings of sailors, merchants, and working 
people, made community more tenuous.

Yet the bonds that tied rich and poor together remained strong, par-
ticularly in the countryside. T. H. Breen describes how indebtedness linked 
wealthy, middling, and poor Virginia farmers in a network of unequal mutu-
ality. The wealthy felt obligated to lend money to their less prosperous coun-
terparts, who paid their respects through acts such as removing their hats 
in the presence of their superiors or allowing the wealthy to enter church 
last and leave first. At the voting booth, great men stood as candidates and 
poorer men voted for them publicly, an occasion which, in the words of 
Rhys Isaac, “was less an opportunity to confer a favor than a chance to show 
gratitude or to secure the goodwill of a powerful neighbor.”4 Elite white 
males repeatedly reminded themselves that privilege bequeathed responsi-
bility. “Live not for yourselves, but the Publick . . . [and] let your own Ease, 
your own Pleasure, your own private Interests, yield to the common Good,” 
remarked the President of Princeton College to his students in 1761. College 
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students practiced particularly elaborate forms of deference—and not just 
to their professors. Yale required its freshmen to “show all proper Respect 
to the Officers of College, the Residency Graduates and undergraduate 
Classes superior in standing to themselves.” When traversing a stairway or 
narrow hallway, for example, they should “stop and give way, leaving the 
most convenient side” to others, and if even a sophomore entered a room, 
freshmen were to rise and stay standing until he left.5 Courtesy manuals 
grew in number and influence during the eighteenth century. The young 
George Washington copied 110 “Rules of Civility and Decent Behaviour 
In Company and Conversation,” including detailed instructions on how to 
walk in the company of a superior: “Walk not with him Cheek by Joul but 
Somewhat behind him; but yet in Such a Manner that he may easily Speak 
to you.”6

Washington’s earnest attempts at self-improvement were but one of many 
signs of a growing ethos of ambition and hope. Humanity finally seemed to 
be gaining control over a world in which wringing a living from the earth had 
been a backbreaking and uncertain enterprise that was punctuated by peri-
odic plagues and famines. Improvements in agricultural production together 
with increased trade brought unprecedented comfort, even as scientists dis-
covered how to counteract killers such as smallpox. Belief in humanity and 
its capacity to reason increasingly replaced faith as the organizing principle 
in educated people’s lives. This movement of course had deep roots in France 
and England, and American intellectuals eagerly read political and moral 
philosophers such as Locke, Hume, Reid, Kant, Berkeley, Smith, Voltaire, 
and Rousseau. Benjamin Franklin, Thomas Jefferson, and many other lead-
ing American thinkers espoused a sort of deism. They believed in God and 
in right and wrong. But they distrusted religious beliefs that seemed at odds 
with reason. Deists were more apt to view Jesus as a great moral teacher 
rather than as their personal savior or the worker of miracles. God revealed 
himself not so much in the Bible or in the personhood of Jesus as through 
nature’s natural law, for God had set a logical universe in motion and then 
stepped aside to allow humans to improve their societies rather than inter-
vene directly in their affairs. “God gives all things to industry,” observed 
Benjamin Franklin.7 Smallpox could be defeated not by smearing blood over 
one’s door, as in the Old Testament, or through prayer, but through scien-
tific investigations that established that a small amount of the virus would 
inoculate one from the fatal strain of the disease.

The Enlightenment celebrated the seemingly limitless potential of the 
individual. The American Revolution itself owed much to these develop-
ments. But its intellectual roots in North America went much further 
back than the Declaration of Independence. Defoe’s Robinson Crusoe, 
which appeared in England in 1719, and Samuel Richardson’s Clarissa, 
which appeared in 1747–48 found eager and numerous readers in North 
America. Crusoe rebelled against his father and was, ostensibly, punished 
by being shipwrecked. But on his island he mastered a variety of mechanical 
arts, formed a group of followers, and developed a strong, individualized, 
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 relationship with God. Rousseau, the quintessential romantic individualist, 
drew this moral from Defoe: “The most certain way to raise oneself above 
prejudices, and order one’s judgments on the real relationships of things, is 
to put oneself in the position of an isolated man, and to judge everything 
as that man should judge it himself, as regards to its usefulness to him.”8 
Clarissa unfurls the tragedy of a young woman whose father tries to force 
her into a marriage with a brutish man. She disobeys him and dies. But the 
American editions of the novel presented Clarissa as noble martyr to a fool-
ish patriarch rather than as a rebellious daughter who got her just desserts. 
Here, as in Robinson Crusoe, right seemed to be on the side of youthful ini-
tiative, not hoary authority.

Less well-read colonists also became more distrustful of authority in the 
decades preceding the Revolutionary War. Religious intensity declined in the 
late seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries, owing to progress made in 
science and reason, and greater prosperity. In urban New England, cosmo-
politan-minded merchants (the sort of people whose ancestors had backed 
Anne Hutchinson in the Antinomian controversy of the 1630s) shifted to 
the Church of England and gained substantial political as well as economic 
influence. Many ordinary New Englanders moved away from the meeting-
houses and tight settlements that the founders had required them to attend 
and to reside in, respectively. The qualifications for church membership loos-
ened as religious fervor fell. Traditionalists soon detected this declension. 
“Let Merchants and such as are increasing Cent per Cent remember this,” 
warned John Higginson in an election-day sermon, back in 1663, “that 
worldly gain was not the end and designe of the people of New-England, 
but Religion.”9 The proportion of white people who attended church fell 
across the colonies early in the 1700s. In the Chesapeake, which had started 
out with a relatively low level of piety, even relatively liberal—not to mention 
lascivious—planters such as William Byrd held daily devotions and repented 
of their sins. Their descendants seemed more immoral and less guilt ridden 
by mid-century; drunkenness, gambling, and fornication became both com-
monplace and acceptable. The Great Awakening of the 1740s prompted a 
different sort of challenge to tradition. Some converts burned luxury items 
such as jewelry and wigs. On the Chesapeake, argues Isaac, the emphasis 
on an immediate experience of the divine constituted a pointed rejection 
of the status quo: “Against the system in which proud men were joined in 
rivalry and convivial excess was set a reproachful model of an order in which 
God-humbled men would seek a deep sharing of emotion while repudiating 
indulgence of the flesh.”10 Then, as now, piety offered a refuge of sorts from 
economic competition and rapid sociocultural change. It also undermined 
both the religious authority of established church leaders and patrician social 
authority. Lukewarm Christians, regardless of their great positions or learn-
ing, did not deserve the respect of those who had been awakened by the 
Holy Spirit. A pure and simple faith counted for more in God’s eyes than did 
education or wealth. Chesapeake Baptists disciplined members who fought, 
fornicated, and drank to excess, the very activities that prominent men so 
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often embraced, and their simple dress and church architecture rebuked 
the Church of England’s ostentation and hierarchy. This critique of wealth 
was sometimes blunt. Said a Boston revivalist of the rich, “Pull them down, 
turn them out, and put others in their Places.”11 Revivals especially attracted 
young adults and city residents, the people most implicated in rapid change. 
The Great Awakening was traditional in that it tried to create communities 
that were more austere and interdependent at a time of growing prosperity 
and individualism. But revivalists also encouraged individualism inasmuch as 
they critiqued inherited or established authority and hierarchies. Conversion 
required searching one’s own soul. Like its opposite number, Deism, it 
encouraged people to think—and certainly feel—for themselves.

The family remained North America’s fundamental social institution in 
the eighteenth century, the place where people received most of their aca-
demic, religious, and certainly, vocational instruction. It was also a factory, 
a retirement home, an orphanage, and an insane asylum, as local authorities 
routinely bound indigent people out to individual families or gave those fam-
ilies modest payments to care for them. Men still found it essential to marry 
or remarry if they were to have a functioning household to head, and reli-
gious and civic leaders alike continued to emphasize the importance of fam-
ily stability and hierarchy. A Connecticut minister wrote his unmarried sister 
in 1762 that she should aspire to be the sort of wife whose husband “may say 
of you, . . . that he never saw your Brows wrinkled into a disagreeable Frown, 
or your Lips polluted by a peevish Syllable.”12 Samuel Cobb of Virginia in 
1757 praised his wife for being ever “kind, loving, and obedient to me with-
out affectation.”13 The increased life expectancy in the Chesapeake served to 
create much stronger kinship networks, for people were living long enough 
to reproduce and create generations of cousins and other extended family. 
The percentage of friendships among household heads that were based on 
ties of blood or marriage rose from 17 percent in 1687 to 64 percent in 
1724.14 Husbands and fathers also lived longer by this time, so women were 
less likely to experience the poverty and autonomy that often accompanied 
widowhood. Likewise, children were much less likely to be orphaned and, 
in the case of sons, more likely to wait longer into adulthood to gain their 
inheritances.

Yet even some Southern patriarchs were discomfited by the new centu-
ry’s ethos. Virginia planter Landon Carter chafed under the humiliations of 
British rule even as he railed against his daughter for marrying a man he did 
not approve of and against his son and his daughter-in-law for allowing their 
son to behave impudently. When Landon lashed the eight-year-old boy, his 
daughter-in-law “rose like a bedlamite that her child should be struck with 
a whip—and up came her Knight Errant [husband] to his father with some 
heavy God damnings, but he prudently did not touch me. Otherwise my 
whip handle should have settled him—if I could.” Isaac explains that this 
“domestic gust,” as Landon Carter termed it, revealed a liminal world in 
which patriarchs’ expectations were increasingly frustrated. Landon could 
delay or even deny his children their inheritances. But he could not force them 
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to love and obey him, a failure that was all the more painful because even the 
patriarchs were reading the new sentimental literature that prompted them 
to both demand obedience and crave “affection and companionship.”15

The erosion of patriarchy was most noticeable in New England, where 
seventeenth- century fathers with long lifespans had been reluctant to relin-
quish control over their lands to their sons. But New England’s poor soils 
and high birth rates, together with the availability of land or other oppor-
tunities away from home, prompted many eighteenth-century sons to strike 
out on their own—with or without their fathers’ approval.

More and more young men made their own way in the world. Benjamin 
Franklin was a sort of Robinson Crusoe himself. He dreamed of going to 
sea, broke an indenture as a printer’s apprentice to his older brother, fled 
Boston, and then became wealthy and famous on his metaphorical island of 
Philadelphia, where, like a castaway, he started from scratch. Indeed, colo-
nists were much attached to engravings of the prodigal son in the late eigh-
teenth century—and they depicted this wayward son as less and less abject 
as the century progressed.

Children seized more control over their marriages in the eighteenth cen-
tury. Parents had married off their daughters in order, from eldest to young-
est. But now, younger daughters commonly wed out of turn. This became 
part of a larger pattern of women marrying whomsover they chose to marry, 
and when they wished to do so, a choice they might exercise by becoming 
pregnant. In Hingham, Massachusetts, for example, 30 percent of brides 
were pregnant in 1750, up from 10 percent a half-century earlier.16 As bear-
ing a “bastard” was a great scandal for the entire family, parents who had 
heretofore resisted a match might suddenly become agreeable. New England 
county courts in the mid-1700s stopped punishing couples who had sex 
before they got married. Families had used their children’s marriages to con-
solidate or expand their own economic power. By the time of the American 
Revolution, more and more of their children married for love.

Some women also enjoyed more influence after they were married. Beauty, 
charm, and love—a connection between two hearts—were shouldering aside 
more doughty virtues such as piety, humility, and industriousness. Spouses 
increasingly spoke or wrote to each other in terms that suggested friendship, 
of complementary rather than hierarchical relationships. Divorce, that hand-
maiden of romantic love, also increased during the eighteenth century. The 
rate remained extremely low, certainly in relation to today, but the number 
of divorce petitions, particularly from women, rose dramatically by the eve 
of the American Revolution.

The work of many colonial wives eased. White women did less field labor 
in the eighteenth century than they did in the seventeenth century, as slavery 
become more common in the South and agricultural advances made their 
labor less necessary in the middle and northern colonies. Women grew more 
educated and literate and as cities expanded, and more of them turned to 
teaching, shop keeping, or vending to make a living, particularly those who 
were single or widowed.
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The religious influence of married women rose. They constituted a grow-
ing majority in New England churches by the late-seventeenth century. Male 
ministers relied on them more heavily and depicted them more favorably. If 
women were truly the weaker vessel and more prone to sin and temptation, 
how could one explain that their dedication to church surpassed that of men? 
Here, as in so many other elements of colonial life, people found it difficult 
to maintain the old orthodoxies in the face of evidence to the contrary.

Historians of the American Revolution now commonly point out that 
the causes of this political event cannot be understood without consider-
ing how colonists were questioning all sorts of authority, from the tradi-
tional church to patriarchal-minded fathers. A son who left home before 
his father wished him to was more likely to question the right of England 
to dictate policy to the thirteen colonies than one who did not, as was a 
Christian who sought God in an individual, unmediated meeting rather 
than in a hierarchical church. Patriot leaders tended to be younger than 
their loyalist counterparts. Thomas Hutchinson, the former governor of 
Massachusetts, sounded much like a traditional patriarch when he criticized 
the Declaration of Independence for advancing “the absurdity of making the 
governed to be governors.”17 Individualism constituted the common denomi-
nator in this bundle of intertwined economic, social, cultural, and familial 
 developments.

But if changes in the family helped to prompt the American Revolution, 
the reverse was also true. The process of revolution served to undermine 
patriarchal assumptions. Hence a patriot remarked after the Boston Massacre 
of 1770 of his sovereign: “We swore allegiance to him as a King, not a 
Tyrant—as a Protector, not as a Destroyer—as a Father, not as a Murderer.”18 
Like Clarissa before them, the patriots believed that they were the youthful 
victims of an abusive father who had betrayed their trust and thereby made 
a necessity of independence.

The war itself offered women lots of opportunities,whether they wanted 
them or not, to act autonomously. Women asserted themselves in the non-
importation movements before the war by providing the homespun that 
symbolized patriotism and by policing merchants who tried to avoid the 
boycott. A group of Philadelphia women went door-to-door to garner sup-
port for the Continental Army, an activity that some criticized as unwom-
anly. Women such as Mercy Otis Warren and Abigail Adams joined the 
debate about the nation’s political future and, like African Americans, drew 
parallels between the subordination they confronted within colonial society 
and Great Britain’s abuses. “At liberty’s spring such draughts I’ve imbibed,” 
declared one in 1794, “That I hate all the doctrines of wedlock prescrib’d.”19 
Few women—at least publicly—drew such a direct line between national 
and feminine freedom. But most women—patriot, Tory, or indifferent—
became more autonomous during the war. Wives had long filled the role of 
“deputy husband” when their husbands were absent or incapacitated. When 
men went away to fight, women by necessity managed farms and other busi-
nesses and made decisions that had once been claimed by their husbands. 
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Thousands of other women became camp followers who washed clothes and 
otherwise supported soldiers.

The founders did not, as Abigail Adams urged, “remember the ladies” in 
formulating the nation’s founding documents and its government. Virtually 
all women remained disenfranchised, and the American Revolution was 
much more political than social. But educated men and women alike cham-
pioned the creation of “Republican mothers” who pursued more education 
than before so that they could better prepare their sons for citizenship in the 
new nation.

Postrevolutionary shifts in family relations tended to be more subtle than 
extreme. The great majority of Americans still lived in communities dedi-
cated to the harsh requirements of wringing a living from the soil. Less than 
5 percent of the new nation lived in cities of 2,500 or more. The intoxicating 
ideals of the Enlightenment and the American Revolution existed alongside 
the sober requirements of tradition and survival. “God grant me strength to 
bear my toil and affliction,” prayed midwife Martha Ballard of Maine time 
and time again in the 1790s as she struggled with the pains of old age and 
the requirements of keeping up a home and a business. “I rose early, put 
on a kettle of yarn to boil, then milkt and got breakfast and did my wash-
ing, then went to the spring for water, but alass how fatagued was I when 
I reached my house,” she recorded in 1800.20 Post-Revolution magazines 
stressed romantic love much more than they had before the war. But more 
practical considerations continued to loom large in most people’s marital 
choices. Authorities outlawed primogeniture in the 1780s and 1790s to 
equalize inheritance between older and younger children and between sons 
and daughters. Parents tended to strike their children less frequently and to 
speak of them more affectionately. But they still expected to be obeyed.

Freedom, moreover, did not imply the freedom to do as one pleased. 
This was, after all, a society still immersed in the rhetoric and examples of 
Christian piety. Thomas Jefferson, certainly a free thinker, revered the teach-
ings of Jesus enough to cut and paste them together into his own version 
of the New Testament. These were men, in the words of Barry Alan Shain, 
who “felt that personal independence and some measure of self-renunciation 
before family, God, and community were perfectly compatible goals, even if 
difficult to achieve.”21 Hence the Virginia Declaration of Rights closed by 
asserting: “it is the mutual duty of all to practice Christian forbearance, love, 
and charity towards each other.”22

When the founding fathers and other patriots spoke of their hopes for the 
young nation, they commonly employed the term “virtue,” an ideal deeply 
rooted in the colonial period and drawn from the classical world. Samuel 
Johnson’s Ethica Elementa. Or the First Principles of Moral Philosophy, 
appeared in Boston in 1746 and located virtue “in that Integrity, Firmness 
and Stability of the Soul, whereby we do honestly and stedfastly persist in 
Spite of all Temptations to the contrary, in the Love and Practice of Moral 
Good, and the Hatred and Forebearance of Moral Evil.”23 Virtue was both 
personal and social; it improved both the individual and the community. This 
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ethical system did not preclude commerce or material aid, for wealth and dis-
tinction could and should serve the public good. Many patriots believed that 
the colonies should become independent precisely because doing so would 
serve to preserve their virtue. The patriots celebrated the freedom not to do 
as they pleased, but rather the freedom to be good and to do good. “Lose no 
occasion of exercising your dispositions to be grateful, to be generous, to be 
charitable, to be humane,” admonished Jefferson.24

*  *  *

Abigail [Smith] Adams dedicated her adult life to family, god, and coun-
try. Born in 1744 to an ordained minister, she married an ambitious young 
attorney, John Adams, at the age of nineteen and immediately began bearing 
children. A devoted mother, she embraced the patriot cause before her hus-
band had signed the Declaration of Independence, for England had treated 
the colonists with “Tyranny, oppression, and Murder.” Her many letters to 
John included her well-known admonition to “Remember the Ladies,” as “all 
Men would be tyrants if they could.” But Abigail was not anticipating mod-
ern feminism, was not calling for full political equality. Rather, she wished 
her husband and his colleagues in Congress to realize that powerful men’s 
capacity for evil and oppression was not limited to Great Britain’s leaders, 
that men easily became familial despots. A deeply pious, liberal Christian, 
Abigail believed that her faith required her to sacrifice her personal desires 
for the good of others, including her country. The war brought the first of 
many long separations for the devoted couple. “I had it in my Heart to dis-
swade him from going” to Congress, she wrote early in 1777, “and I know 
I could have prevaild, but our publick affairs at the time wore so gloomy an 
aspect that I thought if ever his assistance was wanted, it must be at such 
a time.” She believed that women and men had different, complementary 
natures and callings. In 1809, she still referred to woman as “an helpmeet 
for man.”25 But she also asserted that being a good wife and mother required 
substantial education and deserved much respect.

Abigail Adams’s life helps to explain the nature and the extent of the 
American Revolution. We find the founders wanting, if not hypocritical, in 
limiting the scope of the Revolution, in not expanding their vision of free-
dom to include slaves and white women, for example. But the founders and 
most of their more obscure contemporaries viewed freedom much differently 
from the way in which most of us do. Most patriots still believed in social 
and, certainly, familial hierarchies. They certainly understood freedom to 
be deeply implicated with obligation. They were obsessed with the young 
nation’s virtue and deeply opposed to the development of adversarial politi-
cal parties.

To be sure, the war was both cause and consequence of a broad, dura-
ble movement against established order and authority, against the notion 
that God had created a static and stable hierarchy of relationships that could 
not—and should not—be altered. The music that accompanied the British 
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surrender at Yorktown was “The World Turned Upside Down.” A ragtag col-
lection of colonies had defeated the greatest nation in the world. Like Anne 
Hutchinson before them, they had “stept out of your place, you have rather 
bine . . . a Magistrate than a Subject.”26

The founders—white men of property—generally succeeded in blunting 
the Revolution’s radical potential. Some freed their slaves, others thought 
they should. But most did not, and slavery survived and soon flourished. 
New Jersey offered women suffrage—then changed its mind. Pennsylvania 
created a radical constitution—then soon made it much more conservative. 
Most of the young states retained property qualifications for voting, and the 
new federal Constitution put the levers of power in fewer people’s hands.

Tradition proved still more tenacious within the family. Daughters and 
especially sons acted more autonomously, husbands less unilaterally. But 
making a living continued to tie the great majority of the young nation’s 
people to well-worn patterns of family obligation.

The coming century would open up much greater possibilities for free-
dom. The nation was about to experience an industrial revolution that would 
offer millions of people new avenues for comfort and autonomy. Most would 
eagerly seek one, but not the other.



Chapter 4

Containing the Bourgeois Family

The American Revolution was a signal event in a broad movement toward 
freedom. But its impact was more political than social, its influence on the 
family modest. People continued to focus much more on familial respon-
sibilities than on the pursuit of individual happiness, in large part because 
making a living still required the work of many hands.

The nineteenth century ushered in a revolution in economic production 
that eroded the structural foundations of middle-class families. Larger insti-
tutions assumed most of the responsibility of educating children and caring 
for the poor and the insane. Prosperity freed millions of women and chil-
dren from economic production and prompted the birth rate to plummet. 
An increasing number of men sought and achieved prosperity and were no 
longer compelled by necessity to marry.

Yet the family became the central and most celebrated institution of 
 middle-class Victorian life, in part because it so well served the new econo-
my’s requirements. The middle-class family became a workshop of character 
rather than a production center. Within its warm confines, wives turned 
their attention from spinning and cleaning to imbuing children and hus-
bands with the habits of self-restraint that would bring success in public 
and private life. Indeed, this new ethos advanced most rapidly in the places 
where the new economy was strongest: the Northeast and Midwest early in 
the nineteenth century, then the West, and finally, by the century’s close, 
the South. Faced with a choice between freedom and obligation, Victorians 
emphatically chose the latter, and women led the way.

*  *  *

A cluster of technological changes began transforming the nation’s econ-
omy early in the nineteenth century. Improvements in transportation were 
critical. The young nation’s ample waterways—particularly the Mississippi 
River system—reached many of its nooks and corners, but travel upriver 
remained difficult and expensive. Steam boats and canals helped. But it was 
the proliferation of railroads, beginning in the 1830s, that shattered the 
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 transportation bottleneck. Railroads could move goods quickly and cheaply, 
and they could be built just about anywhere. They didn’t freeze in the win-
ter or dry up in the summer. They reduced the cost of shipping by about 
twentyfold. A product that had cost a dollar to move by wagon could now 
be moved for a nickel.

The steam engine that powered railroads was soon put to other uses. Mill 
streams had run colonial saw and grist mills. But flows fluctuated, or might 
even disappear altogether, in seasons of cold or drought, and the power they 
offered was modest. Steam engines offered a seemingly infinite amount of 
power, and factories powered by them could be located anywhere— including 
in, or close to, growing cities that offered cheap and plentiful labor.

Other improvements in manufacturing ensued. Advancements in the tool-
and-die industry—the creation of molds and other manufacturing parts—
created much more precise products. A rifle that had once required weeks of 
work from a highly skilled craftsman could, by the 1830s, be easily assembled 
from interchangeable parts. Machines created better machines that in turn 
manufactured better products more efficiently and cheaply. Companies like 
McCormick churned out countless reapers and other animal-drawn agricul-
tural implements that made farms much more productive, increasing by a 
factor of four the amount of grain that a person could cut in a day. Late in 
the century, steam-driven donkey engines allowed loggers to cut much more 
widely and cheaply than before, as logs were now yarded (moved) by machine 
onto railroad cars rather than dragged by oxen. Steel production boomed 
after the Civil War, and no product was more important than the steel rails 
that carried the new machines and products across the country. The predict-
ability of railroads and factory labor rendered time more fixed, less elastic. 
Clocks proliferated as their cost fell twentyfold by the mid-century.

These technological changes multiplied and centralized production 
throughout the nineteenth century. Lowell, Massachusetts, became a major 
textile center in the 1810s. Boot and shoe makers, gunsmiths, iron makers, 
and many others engaged in industry followed from East to West. Bates 
County, Missouri, sent only 5 percent of its coal outside its borders in 
1879: eight years later, after the railroad’s arrival, 94 percent left the county. 
Factories shrank in number as they expanded in size. Missouri’s cooper-
ages (barrel-making factories) declined from 291 to 30 factories in the half-
century after 1870, iron or steel factories from 61 to 5.1 The number of 
subsistence farms shrank as the size and the number of market-oriented 
farms and ranches grew. Textile workers in New York, miners and steelwork-
ers in Pennsylvania, cotton pickers in Mississippi, cowboys in Texas, timber 
workers in Washington, and wheat farmers in the Dakotas participated in a 
sprawling economy that transformed raw materials into food, building mate-
rials, clothes, and much, much more.

In the main, working-class people lost ground as middle-class people 
gained it. Machines assumed or “bastardized” valuable craft skills as middle-
class occupations expanded. Large factories required managers, accountants, 
and secretaries. The number and proportion of low-paid factory workers 
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grew. But so did the number and proportion of all manner of people who 
handled goods and money (store owners and merchants large and small, 
investors, financiers and insurers) and professionals (teachers, attorneys, doc-
tors, and officeholders).

The new economy rewarded hard work and punished sloth much more 
directly than before. “Time is money,” Benjamin Franklin had asserted. 
But in his day most farmers and artisans worked sporadically, and few of 
them produced goods for distant markets. As production and transporta-
tion improved, his aphorism made more sense for more people. Public land 
became available in smaller parcels, which allowed more and more farmers to 
purchase it. Indentured servitude withered and died. Business was booming. 
A shrewd and determined young man such as Andrew Carnegie rose from 
the lowly position of clerk to become the most powerful steelmaker in the 
world.

Yet Americans betrayed ambivalence over this new world of opportunity. 
Most Europeans, to be sure, had come to the thirteen colonies at least in part 
to improve their economic prospects. The American Revolution had been 
fought in no small part to throw off Great Britain’s economic domination of 
those colonies, colonies whose manufacturers and merchants chafed under 
restrictions created across the Atlantic Ocean. Dreams of prosperity fired the 
thousands who streamed westward across the Appalachian Mountains after 
the war, just as they motivated the inventors, manufacturers, and merchants 
who were so forcefully and effectively thrusting the young nation into the 
industrial revolution. Yet America was not supposed to be just about getting 
rich. The founders had constantly reminded one another and the rest of the 
nation that success depended on virtue as well as ambition, that the naked 
pursuit of political self-interest would doom the Republican experiment. A 
fixation on wealth could be just as corrosive. Unprecedented opportunities 
for prosperity and the dissolution of social distinctions threatened to cre-
ate a nation of crass self-aggrandizement, of ambition unredeemed by taste, 
deference, or morality. Therefore, “an almost wholly new genre of literature 
emerged to address concerns about youth embarking into the world of the 
market economy” in the 1830s and 1840s. Often authored by ministers, 
these books warned of the evils of drinking, whoring, gambling, theater 
going—and greed. Those who came to the nation’s booming cities seeking 
“wealth for its own sake” would fall victim to an “absorbing passion” that 
would “benumb the conscience.”2

Self-restraint flourished not simply because of religious and moral impera-
tives, but also because habits of thrift, industry, and deferred gratification 
served material self-interest. As factory owners liked to remind their employ-
ees, sobriety and discipline helped one to get to work on time and to work 
efficiently. They were productive virtues in an economy of production. Time 
spent idly was time wasted from the work of self-improvement and making 
money. Money spent on dissipation could instead be saved and invested. 
Capitalism would eventually, in the twentieth century, foster a culture of 
self-indulgence; but successful Victorians constructed a constrained and 
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 productive self. “All the real work of life goes hard until you have accus-
tomed yourself to do it,” a father advised his son, “and then work often 
becomes a pleasure.”3

This emphasis on hard work and self-restraint was not just rhetorical. 
Alcohol consumption averaged nearly four gallons per person in the early 
republic but plummeted in the 1830s to less than one gallon.4 The homi-
cide rate declined after the Civil War in spite of the proliferation of cheap 
firearms. Violence toward wives and at least some forms of violence toward 
children (such as whippings in school) also became less common, as did 
dueling and capital punishment. Couples had far fewer children; the average 
child per white woman dropped from about 7 to 3.5 during the century. 
Greater access to contraception and abortion contributed to the declining 
birth rate, but sexual restraint also played a role. Advice books counseled 
limiting sexual intercourse to about once per month. The rates of premarital 
pregnancy also dropped dramatically, this despite the fact that youth enjoyed 
more independence than during the colonial period.

A widespread ethos of self-restraint constituted the common denominator 
in the decline in drinking, violence, and sex. The nineteenth century brought 
“the substitution of personal discipline for community discipline.”5 The 
spread of evangelical Christianity provided a strong, internal moral compass. 
Conversion initiated a lifelong process of sanctification, of disciplining and 
improving the self. Born in Massachusetts in 1824, Lucy Larcom recalled 
that the great majority of the children she grew up with “believed that to 
disobey our parents, to lie or steal, had been forbidden by a Voice which was 
not to be gainsaid,” for “the heavens and earth stood upon firm founda-
tions—upon the Moral Law as taught in the Old Testament and confirmed 
by the New.” Her father quizzed the children on Sunday afternoons from his 
catechism book. Her more easygoing grandfather treated them “to raisins 
and peppermints,” but also to “rules for good behavior.” Even Lucy’s name 
inspired her to do good, as she bore the name of an aunt whose “beautiful 
character was just such an illumination to my young life as I should most 
desire mine to be to the lives of others.”6 This emphasis on self-improvement 
infused middle-class culture throughout the city. A popular guide to lit-
erature published in the 1870s bore this title: Books and Reading: Or What 
Books Shall I Read and How Shall I Read Them.7 The young nation’s ambi-
tious young men commonly construed their life histories not so much as 
a movement from rags to riches as “about the self made into a vehicle for 
constructive action,” with success measured not simply by wealth, but by the 
capacity to govern or control one’s emotions and behavior.8

Women played a special role in this work. Colonists had posited women as 
being a paler version of men: weaker physically, mentally, and spiritually. But 
the very forces that spread prosperity to the growing middle class allowed 
families to move women and children from economic production into other 
areas. Women of means paid more attention to their families’ emotional 
needs, even as the number of children they bore shrank. Middle-class homes, 
like the women who ran them, became a sort of counterweight to and refuge 



CONTAINING THE BOURGEOIS FAMILY 51

from the market place. Set back from the street, these increasingly elabo-
rate domiciles tucked their workplaces (kitchens) away from public view and 
offered parlors stuffed with ornate furniture and art, including perhaps some 
needlework produced by the women and the girls of the house. These house-
holds still demanded a great deal of work. Housewives who enjoyed the 
services of domestic servants had to supervise them, and most middle-class 
wives did a great deal of cleaning, cooking, and child care. Men, further-
more, retained a great deal of their authority within the middle-class home 
and were still deemed to be its head.

Middle-class wives’ lives remained circumscribed. Popular novels, 
notes Barbara Welter, were hard on a woman who “debated her rights or 
bewailed her wrong in a public place.” Such protagonists suffered “a short 
unhappy life, dementia, death, and a total lack of respect from men or 
virtuous women were among the milder punishments.”9 Women authors 
commonly felt a tension between domesticity and writing, for commit-
ment to caring for and nurturing others was supposed to trump such acts 
of self-expression. White Southern women found it especially difficult to 
escape the domestic sphere. A woman who grew up in the Ozarks late in 
the nineteenth century recalled that she had agreed to marry so that she 
could get away from her parents and because she lacked more attractive 
options: “I didn’t want to get married. I wanted to go to school—off 
to a girls finishing school. Father could have afforded it, but he would 
not.”10 The nineteenth-century gendered system of self-restraint con-
signed women to supporting roles, to raising virtuous sons and obedient 
daughters who would replicate, in their own adult lives and marriages, 
entrenched inequality.

But marriage became more companionate and complementary, and love 
played a larger role in both courtship and marriage for the growing middle 
class. This emphasis on romance owed something to the changing functions 
of the family, as emotional components replaced economic ones. Even men’s 
commitment to the marketplace, to making a living, could be interpreted as 
a way of caring for their families and bringing happiness to their wives and 
children.

The cult of domesticity offered women some tangible rewards, includ-
ing a major improvement in material comfort. The prosperity that accompa-
nied and made possible the notion of radically different spheres for women 
and men brought better food and clothing, more comfortable homes, fewer 
pregnancies, and a longer and better life. It also offered freedom from 
some—though by no means all—of the endless round of spinning, mend-
ing, weeding, cleaning, and cooking that had made women so essential to 
colonial economies.

The ideal Victorian wife or mother was pious, pure, domestic, and sub-
missive—and commonly wielded considerable influence through the exercise 
of these virtues. For starters, “the female world of love and ritual,” to borrow 
Carroll Smith-Rosenberg’s phrase, provided a same-sex refuge from men.11 
Daniel Scott Smith argues that middle-class women could use the notion of 
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separate spheres as a sort of “domestic feminism” to limit the frequency of 
sexual intercourse and pregnancy.12 The dramatic decline in births added 
years to women’s lifespans and created space for a wider range of activities 
and interests.

Domesticity also gave women a platform from which to influence men. 
“Above all,” notes E. Anthony Rotundo, “a boy learned from his mother to 
hold back his aggressions and control his own ‘male’ energies.”13 Middle-
class youth and young men remained with their families of origin much 
longer than did their poorer counterparts, a strategy that served to lengthen 
the amount of time they could devote to preparing for a lucrative career 
rather than being forced at a young age to make a living. When these young 
men started families of their own, moreover, they were apt to express respect 
for and even deference to the moral sensibilities of their wives and to focus 
more on their families than on public service. Ellen Rothman suggests that 
men married and participated in the formation of families and homes so 
that “they could re-create the comfort, sympathy, and nurturance they had 
known in childhood.”14

Nineteenth-century women, moreover, kept stretching the boundaries of 
the home. Most women reformers began their work at church. Maternal 
associations brought women together to pray for their children’s salvation 
and nurturance. Church women might also sponsor missionary work or run 
an orphanage. Such activities required organizational and administrative 
skills and often entailed working with and advocating among male church 
or government officials, tasks that hardly seemed feminine. But the work 
of prayer, conversion, and child nurture was a logical extension of women’s 
sphere. So was temperance, the most ubiquitous Victorian reform movement. 
Saloons threatened domestic life by drawing men and their incomes out of 
the home and fostering violence. Temperance literature featured besotted 
husbands who arrived home to attack their vulnerable wives and children. 
For  middle-class housewives, then, temperance constituted both an attempt 
at self-protection and a vehicle for political assertion—all undertaken in the 
name of defending the home. Such efforts multiplied in the closing decades 
of the nineteenth century with the creation and growth of the Woman’s 
Christian Temperance Union, whose thousands of chapters tackled every-
thing from saloons to Sabbath observance to prison reform. The Federation 
of Women’s Clubs in the 1890s shifted from “self culture” (teaching each 
other about great art and literature) to political advocacy in areas such as 
public health. Women constituted most of the local foot soldiers in the 
Progressive Era’s struggle for improved sanitation, for better sewage treat-
ment, pasteurized milk, and safe food. Again, all of these movements could 
be understood as domesticity writ large.

Harriet Beecher Stowe, whom Lincoln reputedly deemed “the little lady 
responsible for starting this war,” is a particular strong example of the power-
ful uses to which domesticity could be put. Its reflexive racism notwithstand-
ing, Uncle Tom’s Cabin pricked the consciences of thousands of Northerners 
by describing slavery as an assault on black families. It also  featured powerful 
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women. Maternal suasion is a mighty sword in Uncle Tom’s Cabin. “Her hus-
band and children were her entire world,” wrote Stowe of Mrs. Mary Bird, 
“and in these she ruled more by entreaty and persuasion than by command 
or argument.” Mrs. Bird is appalled to learn that her husband, a Kentucky 
senator, has supported a law forbidding people to aid escaped slaves. Their 
argument is interrupted by the arrival of just such a pair, a desperate young 
woman and the child that she has just learned has been sold. The senator 
promptly realizes his error and helps the woman and child to escape. Simon 
Legree, the evil slave holder, is ultimately undone by his memory of “a time 
when he had been rocked on the bosom of a mother,—cradled with prayers 
and pious hymns.”15 God and mothers are the powers to be reckoned with 
in Uncle Tom’s Cabin, and they do not require political offices to work their 
transformative power. Life imitated art inasmuch as this book by a wife and 
mother was the first in the nation’s history to sell more than 1 million cop-
ies and played a major part in animating moral and political feeling against 
slavery. The novel, as Jane Tompkins observes, anticipated “the day when 
the meek—that is to say, women—will inherit the earth.” Hence Stowe’s The 
American Woman’s Home, co-authored with her sister, Catharine Beecher, 
bore this dedication: “To the Women of America, in whose hands rest the 
real destinies of the republic.” “The family state,” asserted the sisters, “is 
the aptest earthly illustration of the heavenly kingdom, and . . . woman is 
its chief minister.” Motherhood offered the opportunity and responsibility 
to shape children and thereby change the nation’s trajectory from selfish-
ness to Christian community, to prepare “our whole race for heaven.”16 For 
Stowe, marriage was a venue for “transcendence of self,” even “a means to 
sanctification.”17 Her husband admitted to being her inferior in that work and 
confessed that he must learn from her how to contain his baser  passions.

As the title of Ann Douglas’s study of literature puts it, we can speak 
of The Feminization of American Culture during the nineteenth century, a 
time in which the writings and sensibilities of middle-class women weighed 
heavily on the nation’s bookshelves and consciences.18

Some nineteenth-century women tackled gender inequality head on. 
Women were active participants in the abolitionist movement that blos-
somed in the 1830s, and many stepped out of the domestic sphere by orga-
nizing and speaking on behalf of slaves. Some drew parallels between the 
enslavement of African Americans and the slavery of sex. The Seneca Falls 
Convention of 1848, the first women’s rights meeting in the nation’s history, 
produced a document that identified and condemned a long list of inequali-
ties, including married women’s loss of property, unequal wages, and lack of 
access to many professions and the vote. “Nothing is so bad as to be made a 
thing, as every married woman now is, in the eye of the law,” declared Lucy 
Stone.19 Women’s rights advocates had become bolder by the century’s close. 
Charlotte Perkins Gilman in Women and Economics, published in 1898, 
asserted that the notion of separate spheres for women and men had distorted 
and impoverished the lives of each, and she anticipated a world in which 
white women would be freed from the domestic grind of child care, cooking, 
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and cleaning to pursue more rewarding work and economic independence. 
Indeed, by that time, a substantial number of young women were choosing 
professional careers and deferring or eschewing marriage. Most worked as 
educators or nurses; hundreds were becoming doctors and attorneys. Eighty-
eight women had graduated from the University of Michigan medical school 
by 1890, many more from women’s medical colleges. Few of these women 
followed Gilman in explicitly condemning domesticity. But the mere pres-
ence of professional women implied an embrace of individual rights. After 
all, the nineteenth century brought not just domesticity, but the abolition 
of slavery, a decline in capital and corporate punishment, and more humane 
treatment of asylum residents and prisoners, developments that reflected a 
growing sensitivity to justice and even equality. Michael Grossberg argues 
that the nation’s legal foundation shifted from a patriarchal view, in which 
the father represented and constituted the family, to a model more sensitive 
to the rights of discrete and varied family members.20

The limits of Victorian women’s reform movements become clear when 
examining subjects related to sexuality. Few feminists asserted publicly a right 
to contraception in the nineteenth century—even as women privately suc-
ceeded in dramatically decreasing the number of children they bore. Lower 
fertility rates were to be achieved through controlling men’s sexual tyranny, 
not by uncoupling sex from reproduction. Women’s capacity to nurture 
constituted, even for most women’s-rights advocates, the heart of woman’s 
power. For the same reason, few middle-class women defended prostitution; 
they instead sought to restrain men’s sexuality. At best, prostitutes were vic-
tims. At worst, they were part of the problem.

Even professional single women of the late nineteenth century gilded 
themselves with domesticity. Jane Addams was the unmarried head of Hull 
House, a settlement-house complex that eventually covered four square blocks 
in South Chicago. Though an adept administrator, publicist, and political 
activist, the nation knew this single, childless career woman as “mother of 
the world.” Addams burnished her maternal credentials by answering the 
door to Hull House herself and working with the neighborhood’s children 
at her skirts.

Women reformers who abjured marriage commonly formed very intense, 
family-like communities with other women. A study of single nineteenth-
century women concludes that to them, “liberty conveyed neither a sense 
of libertinism or libertarianism.” Rather, “freedom enabled her to commit 
her life and her capacities to the betterment of her sex, her community, or 
her kin.”21 Lucy Stone, who married only after years of resistance, had these 
final words for her daughter: “Make the world better.” Susan B. Anthony 
believed that marriage inevitably interfered with women’s ability to do the 
hard work of improving the world. She died with the names of the women 
she had spent decades working with on her lips. “Young and old, living or 
dead, they all seemed to file past her dying eyes that day in an endless, shad-
owy review, and as they went, by she spoke to each of them,” recalled Anna 
Howard Shaw.22
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For women like Addams, Stone, and Anthony, the cult of domesticity 
cheated women and the world, not by insisting that women focus on serv-
ing others, but by limiting the extent of that service. The purpose of life 
was to make the world better, and they undertook that work with a band of 
like-minded sisters—their families of choice. Many reform-minded women 
had attended women’s colleges, institutions that grew throughout the nine-
teenth century, particularly after the Civil War. These schools, notes Robyn 
Muncy, engendered “a peculiarly female culture that emphasized humility, 
relationships, care, and service.”23

Most middle-class women expressed satisfaction with their work within 
the home and found the work of nurturing their children to be a satisfy-
ing and important sphere. But married and single middle-class women alike 
agreed that service to others constituted the heart and purpose of life.

Middle-class men expressed much more ambivalence over the strictures of 
domesticity than did their wives or sisters. Until late in the century, intima-
tions of this disease came out obliquely, in rituals and through literature. 
Victorian fraternal orders such as the Masons, Odd Fellows, and Improved 
Order of Red Men offered bloody, pre-Christian ceremonies that drew tens 
of thousands of middle-class men. The initiation ritual created in 1868 for 
the Red Men, for example, required the initiate to be apprehended by a 
sleeping band of “Indians,” who threatened him with torture and accused 
him of being a fearful “squaw” who “fears a Warrior’s death!”24 They then 
bound the candidate to a stake and began a scalp dance. After proving his 
courage, he received an eagle feather and membership in the order. The 
Odd Fellows had initiates play the part of Isaac and then prepared to sacri-
fice them to God. Just as Abraham was about to put his torch to the altar, 
a gong sounded; God had decided to spare the victim. Much male litera-
ture expressed ambivalence or outright hostility toward respectability and 
femininity. Henry David Thoreau referred to a husband’s house as “a prison, 
in which he finds himself oppressed and confined.”25 The men in Herman 
Melville’s Moby Dick are solitary existentialists wrestling for meaning on a 
trackless ocean of complexities. Huck Finn sets out his raft to escape smoth-
ering women. The protagonist in Edgar Allan Poe’s “The Black Cat,” buries 
an axe in his wife’s brain when she tries to stop him from killing a cat whose 
“evident fondness for myself rather disgusted and annoyed me.”26

Indeed, it was outside marriage that males could most fully express their 
disdain for femininity and its associated norms of respectability and self-
restraint. Middle-class boys maintained a culture of “sociable sadism,” of 
brutal games and pastimes that ostentatiously violated feminine norms.27 
Bachelors eschewed the constraints of domesticity for gambling, saloons, 
and brothels—or at least for good food, books, and cigars. Reveries of a 
Bachelor, published in 1850, averred that a man should not trade the free-
dom “to chase his fancies over the wide world” for the toils of a “relent-
less marriage.”28 Unlike single, middle-class women, who commonly traded 
marriage for a more intense, often reformist, form of domesticity, bachelors 
embraced single life as an opportunity to pursue pleasure.
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But men expressed this dissenting note sotto voce. It was not uncom-
mon for respectable nineteenth-century men to sneak off to brothels and 
saloons. But they seldom disputed openly the dictates of domesticity. To do 
so would have involved more than insulting women and the family. It would 
have called the very foundations of prosperity and success into question. The 
so-called feminine virtues of self-restraint and deferred gratification served 
both corporate and private ends.

The antebellum South succeeded in being an integral part of the industrial 
world without participating very much in the bourgeois social and cultural 
revolutions that accompanied it. Cotton constituted a crucial and growing 
part of the nation’s exports and was essential to Northern industrialization, 
for textiles constituted the heart of early manufacturing. But this manufac-
turing occurred outside the South, which remained overwhelmingly agri-
cultural. In 1800, 70 and 82 percent of Northern and Southern workers, 
respectively, labored in agriculture. In 1860, the percentages stood at 40 
and 84 percent. The South also lagged far behind the North in urbaniza-
tion, immigration, manufacturing, and railroad construction. Its children 
attended school about one-fifth as often as did their Northern counterparts. 
Nearly one-half of its whites were illiterate in 1850.29 The Second Great 
Awakening touched Southern as well as Northern hearts, but in different 
ways. Pious Southerners were much less attracted to moral reform or per-
fectionism. Temperance societies were rare, and abolitionists and women’s 
rights advocates were actively discouraged.

Slavery played a crucial role in the traditional cast of the South. The own-
ership of slaves constituted a fundamental and growing economic divider. 
More than one-third (36 percent) of white families owned slaves in 1830, 
whereas just one-fourth (25 percent) owned them in 1860. The value of 
the average slave doubled in the 1850s; a person who owned two slaves and 
nothing else was as wealthy as the average Northerner. Southern slave own-
ers controlled at least 90 percent of their region’s wealth by 1850. Slave 
owners became less apologetic over their “peculiar institution” as slavery 
grew more profitable and Northern critiques of it more pointed. Slavery con-
stituted a positive, moral good; it was part of a hierarchical society that was 
knit together by bonds of obligation and obedience characterized, in the 
words of Eugene Genovese, by “social stratification and interdependence.” 
The language of personal rights—a concept that fuelled the abolitionist 
movement—sounded alien and subversive. Elizabeth Fox-Genovese notes 
that white, slave-owning women believed in an ordered community charac-
terized by “an obliteration or softening of the boundaries between egos,” of 
the “self as bound to others.”30 An Alabama pastor explained: “The good of 
the family limited the rights of each member.”31 Patriarchy entailed domi-
nance over slaves and wives alike. “To submit to a blow would be degrad-
ing to a freeman, “wrote the prominent slavery apologist William Harper, 
“because he is the protector of himself.” Women and slaves did not enjoy that 
status and therefore could not be degraded by physical discipline. Louisa 
Susanna Cheves McCord declared that “Enfranchisement of Woman” was 
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“but a piece with negro emancipation.” Southern “conservatives” accepted 
that there were “God-given distinctions of sex and race.”32

The antebellum Southern home in fact remained patriarchal. Plantation 
owners “dispense with the whole machinery of public police and public 
courts of justice. Thus we try, decide, and execute the sentences in thou-
sands of cases, which in other countries would go to the courts.”33 In the 
words of historian Steven Stowe, Southern patriarchs “exercised the power 
inherent in family position, not the intimacy that clouded judgment.”34 In 
theory, they were paternalists who cared for and protected the women, chil-
dren, and slaves under their care. Husbands who neglected or abused their 
families were subjected to community discipline, including whippings. But 
community members—including law-enforcement officials—hesitated to 
intervene in the lives of prominent men, especially. Southern courts were 
less sympathetic than Northern ones toward incest victims. More than a few 
Southern men, rich and poor, were chaste and temperate, just as there were 
middle-class men in the North who were not. But Southern men had more 
latitude than Northern men did. Though their mothers and wives might not 
like it, most felt that they had tacit permission to fornicate, drink, gamble, 
and to enjoy dog and cock fighting. A pair of men in the Deep South happily 
proclaimed that they lived like “fighting cocks.”35

Honor was the key characteristic of Southern manhood, and honor 
required exterior rather than interior validation. One must react promptly 
to any hint of disrespect, from being called a liar to suffering the humilia-
tion of a man refusing to let you treat him to a drink. Gentlemen “settled” 
such insults through ritualistic duels. The aggrieved party demanded a pub-
lic retraction or an apology. If his opponent refused, he could insist on the 
“satisfaction” of a duel. After often-lengthy negotiations that were carried on 
between friends or “seconds,” the two parties would meet and shoot at each 
other (with identical firearms, or dueling pistols). These duels seldom led to 
death. One or both parties might fire into the air—or simply miss. But duels 
had to involve the risk of death, as it was the willingness (and freedom) to 
risk death that set white men of means apart from everyone else.

Men routinely averred that Southern white women were the opposite 
of their hot-blooded, virile husbands. “Evangelicals, particularly evangeli-
cal ministers, often spoke as though women could do little wrong,” notes 
historian Ted Ownby.36 But unlike Northern women, who parlayed their 
purported moral superiority into a larger role inside and outside the home, 
Southern women were expected to marry and to submit to their husbands, 
to bear many children, and to tolerate their husbands’ infidelities and other 
shortcomings without complaint.

The white women of Virginia tended to enjoy more autonomy than did 
their counterparts of the Deep South. The white women of Petersburg, 
Virginia—a substantial city by Southern standards—had a distinctive cul-
ture. Those who wrote wills were more likely than men to play favorites 
rather than divide their estates evenly between their heirs, and they were 
more likely than men to free their slaves. The city’s women organized an 
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orphan asylum by 1814, a House of Industry in the 1830s, and a second 
orphanage in the 1840s. They constituted between 65–80 percent of the 
city’s church members and organized several women’s groups within those 
churches. But once married—and everyone was supposed to get married—
they were at the mercy of their husbands. A more mutualistic marriage 
depended on husbands’ “willingness to refrain from using the many clubs 
his society handed him.”37

White Virginia women joined a growing array of voluntary associations 
in the early nineteenth century: church groups, of course, but also orphan-
ages, temperance organizations, and even colonization societies dedicated 
to resettling African Americans in West Africa. By 1835, women com-
prised roughly one-half of the members of Virginia’s hundred temperance 
 societies.38 But colonization and temperance groups subsided as sectional 
tensions increased.

The Civil War and its aftermath both underscored and undermined 
Southern patriarchy. The war required women to assume larger economic 
roles and more domestic authority than before, as did the poverty that per-
sisted after the war for so many families. The war also revealed Southern 
white men’s shortcomings and exacerbated their fears of reform. Even before 
the war, notes Anne Firor Scott, “Southern men often identified the work of 
the hated abolitionists with the work of ‘strong-minded’ northern women.”39 
Southern white men’s acute fears of black autonomy and sexuality led them 
to both lynch thousands of African American men and to restrict the move-
ment of white women. Most of the adjustments in gender roles forced by the 
war proved to be temporary.

But the Civil War’s outcome undermined much of the economic and 
social foundations of Southern patriarchy, and the region began to more 
closely resemble the rest of the nation. Governments increasingly assumed 
the power once wielded by family heads in areas such as education, labor, 
and health. Southern courts more frequently awarded divorced mothers cus-
tody of children, though they remained reluctant to grant divorces. Women’s 
temperance societies and clubs appeared late in the century in some parts of 
the South. The numbers of women teachers rose as more schools opened. 
Southern states passed laws against drinking, swearing, and animal  cruelty.40 
The abolition of slavery and associated economic shifts served to make white 
Southern families and society more like their Northern counterparts, though 
the region remained the nation’s most conservative one.

Though settled later than the South, the Western United States more 
quickly adopted modern economic and social patterns—though not at first.

A masculine ethos dominated the most recently settled parts of the nation 
during the nineteenth century, from Illinois to California to the Great 
Plains. Most ’49ers went to the California gold fields without their wives; 
the opportunity to get rich quickly justified leaving one’s wife and children 
behind to fend for themselves. If husbands wanted their wives to come along 
to homestead, wives had little choice but to follow; those who stayed behind 
could be sued for desertion. Frontier women were outnumbered and often 
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isolated. The hard work of making a living meant, as during the colonial 
period, that the great majority spent all of their waking hours keeping their 
families fed, clothed, and otherwise cared for. Men were much more likely 
than women to travel to other homes or to town. Abigail Scott Duniway, 
who would become the leading woman’s rights advocate of the Pacific 
Northwest, recalled a life in the foothills of the Willamette Valley charac-
terized by isolation and grinding physical labor. She “milked enough with 
my two hands to float the Great Eastern [a steam boat] and . . . made butter 
enough for market . . . to grease the axles of creation.” She later averred that 
“a woman’s right to butcher hogs was one which we would ever after will-
ingly delegate to the men.”41 True, frontier women were more apt than their 
Eastern counterparts to operate lucrative businesses, particularly in mining 
areas where men were willing to pay a great deal of money for good food and 
clean clothes. But skewed sex ratios more commonly prompted vulnerabil-
ity. During Virginia City’s silver boom of the 1870s and 1880s, prostitutes 
outnumbered school teachers 9:1 and suffered from high rates of suicide, 
poverty, violence, and drug addiction. The majority of frontier women were 
of course not prostitutes, but they usually married very young, often to men 
two or three times their age. “What could a girl of 14 do to protect herself 
from a man of 44?” lamented an Oregon woman whose husband “used to 
beat me until I thought I couldn’t stand it.”42

Men liked the West more than women did. The overland journey was a 
male rite of passage, an opportunity to “see the elephant,” to live among the 
buffalo, the Indians, and the mountains of the fabled frontier. For women, 
moving West meant leaving kin and neighbors, often with no hope of ever 
seeing them again. It also meant surrendering, for Lord only knew how 
long, the hard-won symbols of domesticity and swapping the conveniences 
of homes with wood floors and glass windows for months of travel in a bone-
jarring, dusty wagon, which was followed by years in a cramped log cabin or 
sod hut. “When women wrote of the decision to leave their homes,” observes 
Lillian Schlissel, “it was almost always with anguish, a note conspicuously 
absent from the diaries of men.”43

But domesticity soon arrived across the Midwest and the West, and for 
the same reason that it had arrived earlier in the Northeast: the economy 
matured. In Sugar Creek, Illinois, farmers shifted from subsistence farming 
to market farming in the 1840s, and the birth rate fell from 8.2 to 5.9 in 
one generation.44 The home manufacture of cloth declined as store-bought 
cloth became less expensive. Prosperous farm wives turned their attention 
to reforming men’s most objectionable habits, particularly drunkenness 
and prostitution. They re-created the cult of domesticity that they had left 
behind.

The shifting nature of violence against wives underscores the transforma-
tions in gender roles that accompanied prosperity and domesticity. The cap-
tain of an 1845 wagon train responded to an argument between two women 
by advising their husbands “to give . . . his wife A good licking that nite not 
over the Back But not far from the ass and all wod bee well.”45 Husbands 
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might cut a switch to punish their wives with, as if they were disciplin-
ing a wayward child. However, by the 1890s, Pacific Northwest husbands 
described themselves and were described by others as being much less ready 
to claim a right to hit their wives, and their violent acts seemed much less 
deliberate.

Western children’s lives underwent a similar transformation. Children’s 
labor, like that of their mothers’, was extremely important to early settlers. 
But these settlers also asserted a right to beat children into submission. The 
directors of a Willamette Valley school told an applicant in 1865 that they 
were primarily interested in whether or not he could “lick the big boys.” He 
proved able: “If the rod didn’t do the work I used my fists or a club.” Three 
decades later, community members expected more restraint. One teacher 
was fined $5.00 for slapping a student.46

Violence between men also declined in the West late in the nineteenth 
century, just as it had in the East. Tuolumne County, a mining district in 
California, was 95 percent male in the 1850s and had an extremely high 
homicide rate: 129 per 100,000. In the 1870s, men made up 71.5 percent of 
the county, and the homicide rate had fallen to 41 per 100,000. Two decades 
later men comprised 61 percent of the population, and the homicide rate fell 
to 26.6 per 100,000.47

Violence declined as sex ratios approached parity, not simply because 
women were less apt to use violence than men. Women’s presence reflected 
broad socioeconomic changes, which stimulated an ethos of self-restraint, 
and women used their domestic credentials to demand that their commu-
nities become more humane and restrained. Growing criticism of violence 
toward women and children in the West and a declining homicide rate mir-
rored earlier developments in the East: an economy that required a more dis-
ciplined workforce and a society and culture that emphasized the domestic 
virtues of self-restraint and respect for women and children. The growing 
power of women outside the home—carried out in the name of protecting 
the home—feminized the West as it had feminized the Northeast.

*  *  *

Herman Melville did not fit comfortably into the Victorian middle class. His 
family of origin was downwardly rather than upwardly mobile. His father 
was fleeing creditors upon a death that cut short his son’s education, and 
Herman went to sea for several years. Living on whaling ships and among 
aborigines of the South Pacific brought Melville out of the cocoon of mid-
dle-class life. His first book, Typee, expressed his attraction to freer forms of 
sexuality. He characterized a Yankee lady as “a milliner’s doll” in contrast to 
the “savage maidens” of the islands.48 But Melville returned to his mother 
and sisters and in 1847 married the very respectable Elizabeth Shaw before 
settling down to write.

Melville never got the South Pacific out of his system. He realized that 
the verities his religious mother had raised him with were bogus, that at the 
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 center of existence was the “howling infinite” rather than a just and benevo-
lent deity. “The freshness of primeval nature is in that man,” remarked Sophia 
Hawthorne. Moby Dick constituted Melville’s greatest attempt to illustrate 
the problematic human prospect. His narrator speaks casually of going to sea 
as “my substitute for pistol and ball,” for simply doing himself in.49

Few readers understood the impulse. Moby Dick is now widely admired as 
the great American novel. It brought Melville little money or fame in his day. 
“Try to get a living by the Truth—and go to the Soup Societies,” he com-
plained to Nathaniel Hawthorne.50 Even Hawthorne, another author who 
delved into the underside of the American soul, found Melville too intense.

Melville struggled as a husband and as a father. His wife was devoted to 
him and, like many women of her station and time, not much interested in 
sex. Little firsthand evidence of their marriage remains, but many of Melville’s 
protagonists are sexually frustrated, and Melville may have been attracted to 
men as well as to less inhibited native women such as the sensuous Fayaway 
of Typee. Descendants of the couple claimed that Melville struck and other-
wise abused Elizabeth to the point that she twice planned to leave him. He 
was hard on his sons, the eldest of whom committed suicide at home.

Melville set aside his literary ambitions at the close of the Civil War to take 
a routine job for the U.S. Customs Service. He left behind, for subsequent 
and less-settled generations, a record of discontent with the intellectual and 
sexual strictures of his day and depictions of the human prospect that were 
at once exhilarating and terrifying.

A more feminine ethos dominated Melville’s era. Mothers lost few oppor-
tunities to inculcate habits of self-restraint in their children, women authors 
did the same for a national audience, and thousands of women reformers 
applied domestic values to a widening public sphere.

These efforts could not have succeeded if they had not coincided with 
the requirements of larger interests, particularly the imperatives of indus-
trial capitalism. Habits of self-restraint served both individual workers and 
the broader economy. In Marxist terms, the superstructure (culture) rested 
on a foundation (economy) that shared the same characteristics. Hence the 
antebellum South embraced both a traditional economy and society, and the 
West both rejected slavery and eventually embraced domesticity.

Yet many groups across the nation remained outside the sphere of these 
new, middle-class norms. Both culture and circumstance shaped their 
 families.



Chapter 5

Necessity and Tradition

Prosperity fueled the transformation of the middle-class family during the 
nineteenth century. It shifted the structural foundations of the family by 
drawing men out of the home and reducing other family members’ eco-
nomic contributions. But wives’ social roles expanded as their economic roles 
receded. The production-oriented ethos of self-restraint, a broad emphasis 
on morality and deferred gratification, gave women considerable influence 
inside and outside the family to create a nation of productive and virtuous 
citizens.

Families who remained outside the growing middle class relied on each 
other out of necessity and tradition. Racism, poverty, and other hardships 
commonly fragmented families and communities, but they also placed a pre-
mium on obligation and cooperation.

*  *  *

The fact of slavery dominated the lives of most black families for most of the 
nineteenth century. North American slavery differed from Caribbean and 
Brazilian varieties. By the mid-eighteenth century it had become a Creole 
institution; once the slave population reproduced itself, slaves became African 
Americans rather than Africans living in America. Slaves living in the United 
States were more apt than their Jamaican counterparts to speak English and 
to be Christians. Whites who owned a few slaves worked alongside them. 
On large plantations, white children commonly grew up being nursed and 
otherwise looked after by black women and playing with black children.

Slavery in the United States was more paternalistic than it was elsewhere. 
It was good business for planters to be concerned about their slaves’ physical 
welfare; plantation agriculture in the United States tended to be less lucra-
tive than it was in the Caribbean, where slaves could be profitably worked 
to death and easily replaced with newcomers from Africa. By the 1830s, 
slave owners in the United States commonly claimed to love their slaves and 
asserted that they treated them better than Northern factory owners treated 
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their  workers. Most slave states passed laws against the selling of children 
under the age of ten, thereby preventing a separation between them and 
their mothers. Slaveholders often ignored such laws, to be sure. But many 
slave owners sincerely believed that they held their slaves’ best interests at 
heart. Historians have found that many slaves—in a variety of sources— 
expressed some affection for their masters, even as they, the slaves, con-
demned  slavery.

Paternalism had an underside. Southern slavery was mild only in compari-
son to even more brutal slave societies, and expressions of paternalism did 
not preclude brutal acts. The same owner who lamented the death (in 1857) 
of Fanny, a sixty-eight-year-old slave who “was a good and faithful servant” 
and who left behind “many children and grandchildren to mourn her loss,” 
had also sold Fanny’s daughter away from her.1 Southern slaves were com-
monly whipped or otherwise tortured, cruelties that were witnessed by trau-
matized spouses, parents, and children, who agonized over how to help their 
loved ones. A Georgia slave was bold enough to cut the ropes that bound his 
wife to the tree she had been whipped at—but he waited until dark to do so. 
Antebellum Southern slavery rested on an assumption of racial superiority 
and lifelong bondage. Slaves were ultimately property. Wrote David Gavin 
upon the death of a slave infant, “This is two Negroes and three horses I 
have lost this year.”2 About one-half of slave children died by the age of one, 
which was roughly twice the rate at which white children died in the South. 
Those who survived faced an abrupt, harrowing transition from relatively 
carefree childhoods, in which their masters might treat them indulgently 
and allow fraternization with their own children, to the day when they had 
to go to work for the rest of their lives. Robert Ellett recalled growing up 
“with the young masters,” playing, eating, and even sleeping with them. Life 
changed the day that he refused to call his playmates “masters,” and “the 
old master carried me in the barn and tied me up and whipped me . . . till 
the blood run down.” Southern slavery carried itsown brand of cruelty. The 
relatively small number of large holdings meant that many slaves could not 
find spouses on their plantations. The fact that slave owners took an inter-
est in slave children—by naming them, for example—angered slave par-
ents. “During slavery it seemed lakyo’ chillunb’long to ev’ybody but you,” 
remarked one.3 Historians disagree over the extent to which paternalism 
affected slaves, the extent to which they were able to lead lives in the cabin 
that were separate from their owners’ lives. But certainly, Southern slaves 
had less privacy (including sexual privacy) than their counterparts in many 
parts of the Americas. White owners commonly tried to compel male and 
female slaves to breed with one another or forced themselves on the female 
slaves sexually.

Concubinage and rape exacted a terrible toll on slave marriages and slave 
communities. Nathan Sayre, who became judge of the Georgia Superior 
Court, kept his free African American mistress and their three children in 
a secret apartment and had the children educated. But this was exceptional. 
The great majority of white fathers did not acknowledge their black children 
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and evidently felt no obligations whatsoever to them or to the children’s 
mothers. Slave communities often integrated and accepted the children 
of these relationships. But then again, they might not. Patience M. Avery, 
whose biological father was white, claimed: “I ain’t got no father,” that the 
“buzzards laid me an’ de sun hatch me; an’ she [mother] came ‘long an’ pick 
me up.”4 Celia, a young Missouri slave, suffered from the attacks of a rapist 
master, Robert Newsom, and her slave lover demanded that she stop having 
intercourse with her master. She threatened to harm Newsom if he did not 
desist. He dismissed the warning, and she clubbed him to death upon his 
next nocturnal visit. The nineteen-year-old mother of two was hanged for 
this. Slave women were also vulnerable to the displaced vengeance of white 
wives. A former slave remembered a “white lady” who “slipped in a colored 
gal’s room and cut her baby’s head clean off ‘cause it belonged to her hus-
band.’ ” The husband nevertheless “ ‘kept going’ with the colored gal and 
they had more chillun.”5 Most enslaved husbands felt helpless to defend their 
wives. “What we saw, couldn’t do nothing ‘bout it,” recalled one.6 Another 
husband and father decided to run away, as it was “hard to see them [his fam-
ily] in want and abused when he was not at liberty to aid or protect them.”7 
Some husbands tried their best to shield their wives. Others took out their 
shame and frustration on them—or pursued their own extramarital sexual 
relationships, consensual or otherwise.

The constant threat of family disruption was the most harrowing aspect 
of Southern slavery. The invention of the cotton gin and the defeat and 
expulsion of indigenous nations opened up the Deep South to extensive 
settlement and slavery. Some 1 million slaves had forcibly migrated by 1860, 
movements that fractured countless families. Historians estimate that slave 
sales separated about one-third of spouses from each other and one-half of 
children from at least one parent in the Upper South. Virginia slave narra-
tives indicate that 82 percent of slave children had regular contact with a 
mother for most of their childhood and 42 percent with a father, though 
about one-third of those fathers lived apart from the child. The move to the 
Deep South constituted a sort of second “middle passage” that tore fami-
lies apart in much the same way that the trip across the Atlantic had done. 
Few who were sold “down the river” could hope to see their families, who 
remained in the East. “Every time we look back and think ‘bout home,’ ” 
remembered a Texan sold from Virginia, “it make us sad.” Another former 
slave spoke of “one of de saddest songs we sungen durin’ slavery days”:

“Mammy, is Ol’ Massa gwin’ er sell us tomorrow?”
“Yes, my chile.”
“What he gwin’er sell us?”
“Way down South in Georgia.”

“It always did make me cry,” she concluded.8 When a sale separated Moses 
Grandy from his wife, his “heart was so full that I could say very little” to 
her. “I gave her the little money I had in my pocket, and bade her farewell. I 
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have never seen or heard of her from that day to this. I loved her as I loved my 
life.”9 Another man “trembled lest some day he should go home, and find 
one of his little ones gone or his wife sold.”10 The masters’ sons might want 
to strike out on their own, to head West with some slaves. Masters could 
be tempted by the growing profits of the slave trade or die at any moment, 
eventualities that ordinarily meant dividing an estate that slaves were the 
most valuable parts of.

How did slaves, individually and collectively, come to terms with these 
cruelties? Certainly not by denying them. A minister who came to the Sea 
Islands of South Carolina in 1862 observed that “the wild, sad strains” of the 
slave songs told “of crushed hopes, keen sorrow, and a dull daily misery.”11 
The blues are descended from this tradition of recording grief honestly and 
cleanly. On the other hand, Christianity—the religion that most slaves had 
embraced as their own by the nineteenth century—gave slaves hope: hope 
in a heaven in which they would be reunited with all of their loved ones; 
hope that there would come a day of reckoning and judgment in which the 
last would be first and first would be last. Slaves commonly asserted among 
themselves that they were the Israelites, God’s chosen and wandering people, 
who could look forward to a special dispensation in the next world—and 
perhaps in this one as well. They created a form of Christianity that offered 
them a sense of dignity and purpose in the midst of their suffering. They 
also formed a separate community—physically and emotionally—from their 
masters. The “religion of the quarters” was different from the religion of the 
whites. Behind closed doors, away from the eyes and ears of white masters 
and overseers, slaves prayed, talked, and sang much differently than they did 
in the fields or in the big house. Julia Frazier of Virginia learned as a young 
girl that it was well and good to sing a song poking fun of the master “all 
roun’ de cabin,” but not in his company.12

The slave family stood at the heart of the slave community. The great 
majority of slaves lived in nuclear households and embraced marriage and 
parenthood—notwithstanding the inevitable and acute vulnerabilities that 
they entailed. “I sought to love . . . with a full knowledge of the desperate 
agony that the slave husband and father is exposed to,” wrote Tom Jones. 
“I sought to become a husband and father because I felt that I could live no 
longer unloved and unloving.”13 The inherently unstable nature of slaves’ 
romantic and sexual relationships put a premium on flexibility. Young slaves 
might engage in several years of “sweet hearting,” a phase that could entail 
having children but not necessarily being monogamous. Or they might spend 
some time “taking up” or living together, instead of or before marrying.14

This is not to say that slaves did not take marriage and other familial 
relations seriously. Rather, less committed forms of coupling reflected the 
contingent reality of all slave relationships. Fathers, much more likely to live 
away from their children than mothers, commonly walked many hours every 
week to spend time with their families. Those who lived with their fami-
lies might hide upon hearing word of a planned sale of their children and 
consent to return only if the sale was cancelled. Mothers were more apt to 
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beg for mercy. Slaveholders might relent, not simply out of pity, but because 
bereaved mothers—and other slaves—could refuse to work or become vio-
lent or suicidal. Young Thomas Johns of Alabama told his new owner, who 
was about to take him to Texas, that he could not “leave de only mother I 
got. I jus’ cain’ do dat.” His new master relented.15

Most masters were less accommodating, but most slaves persisted in tak-
ing their family commitments very seriously.

The flexible, matrifocal familial practices of West Africa were ideally 
suited to such circumstances. Slaves tolerated premarital sexual explorations. 
They expected fidelity after marriage—if their masters would permit it—but 
attached no great stigma to divorce. Several women commonly shared a hus-
band in West Africa, and such women operated their households and raised 
their children with a great deal of autonomy. In the United States, hus-
bands and fathers were often absent, but not by choice. But here, too, strong, 
capable women resided at the heart of the home, and the slaves celebrated 
their children and the women who bore them. The mother-child bond often 
trumped marriage, and slaves practiced extensive forms of kinship. Children 
constituted a gift to the entire community whom everyone could and should 
play a role in raising. If biological parents could not be present, aunts, uncles, 
siblings, grandparents, and fictive kin usually stepped forward. Historian 
Herbert Gutman estimates that most slaves had a grandchild named after 
them. Though most slaves lived in nuclear families, households with extended 
kin—particularly adult siblings—were not unusual. Community and kinship 
stretched beyond the walls of homes and even the boundaries of plantations. 
By the turn of the nineteenth century, the great majority of slaves had long 
ago ceased to be Akan, Ibo, or Fulani and instead identified themselves as 
a distinctive race of people whose home had become the United States. But 
it was families, in the words of Deborah Gray White, that “enabled slaves to 
create an identity that went beyond that assigned by whites.”16

These families were often scarred by violence. Many slaves beat their 
children, violence that prepared the latter for lives in which failure to obey 
authority could bring death. Violence also underscored parent’s authority 
and expressed their rage and pain. Whippings often continued after slavery 
ended. Sojourner Truth beat her children to make them quiet and  obedient. 
Slaves who had witnessed and borne violence could not simply set such expe-
riences aside. “There is evidence that the child abuse of slavery imposed 
enormous costs,” concludes Nell Irvin Painter.17

The end of slavery underscored how dearly former slaves cared about their 
families. As slaves fled their homes to enlist in the military, notes Ira Berlin, 
“they insisted their families be freed.”18 Liberated slaves in Louisiana who 
were recruited by the Union insisted that a record be kept “of their wives 
[and] children . . . to prevent such a separation as will result in their not know-
ing where their families are.”19 Thousands of former slaves took to the roads 
of the South in search of children, spouses, parents, or other relatives whom 
they had not seen for years or for decades. They also battled with former 
slaveholders and Northern bureaucrats who tried to claim the labor of black 
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youths. “[I]n every case where I have bound out children,” complained an 
agent of the Freedmen’s Bureau, “[s]ome Grand Mother or fortieth cousin 
has come to have them released.”20 The former slaves protested that their 
children were being consigned “back into slavery.”21 “The idea of ‘freedom’ 
of independence, of calling their wives and their children, and little hut their 
own, was a soul animating one, that buoyed up their spirits,” observed a 
Northern missionary.22 An 1866 census in a Virginia county found that 
more than one-half of black families included wives, husbands, parents, or 
children who had lived apart three years before that date.23

Freedom brought new forms of stress. Some spouses who had been sepa-
rated by slavery found that one or both had remarried and had started new 
families. One such woman spoke ofthe heartache this caused: “White folk’s 
got a heap to answer for the way they’ve done to colored folks! So much they 
won’t never pray it away.”24 Husbands and wives had to learn how to live 
together under different circumstances. Most former slave women contested 
not husbands’ authority, but their abuse of or neglect of that responsibil-
ity. One insisted that men “be made to help support” their families.25 Rosa 
Freeman complained that her husband, David, “has abused me & refused 
to pay for the rent of my room & has not furnished me with any money, 
food or clothing.” Indeed, David wanted a separation, rather than a divorce, 
as a divorce would cost him money. Rosa demurred: “if you want to leave 
me; leave me like a man!”26 Violence remained common. A man born in 
Mississippi recalled that men at the turn of the twentieth century spent much 
of their time “knocking”—hitting each other to see “who could absorb the 
most punishment.”27

Yet free blacks often tried to approximate the norms of middle-class 
domesticity. Men commonly attempted to establish themselves as household 
heads or even as patriarchs, a position systematically denied them under slav-
ery. Women often avoided outside employment. Shunning domestic work in 
white homes removed them from sexual danger and enabled them to focus 
on nurturing their own families. “House servants are difficult to get out 
here,” remarked a Georgia observer. “Every negro woman wants to set up 
house keeping.” Keeping house, like dressing in fine clothes, expressed the 
freedom to make choices long denied. “The freedman,” noted a Georgia 
newspaper in 1869, “have almost universally withdrawn their women and 
children from the fields, putting the first at housework [at home] and the 
latter at school.”28 The black fertility rate fell dramatically after slavery, from 
close to eight children per woman in the 1850s to less than six children in 
1900 to less than four children by 1920. Like their white counterparts, free 
blacks associated the limiting of births with economic opportunity.

Poverty commonly drove black women into the workforce. Free Southern 
blacks before the Civil War had generally favored marriages in which husbands 
earned a living and wives remained in the home. But most free black women 
had then earned money, and households headed by them were often desper-
ately poor. The overwhelming majority of employed black women worked as 
domestics at jobs that required them to be away from home for long hours 
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or even for days at a time. Many husbands were uncomfortable with this. 
One father of six told his wife: “I workin’ makin’ enough to support you. 
All I want you to do is keep dis house clean and me and my chillun.”29 But 
his wife sometimes did wage work behind his back to augment the family’s 
income without wounding his pride. Male-headed African American fami-
lies were most common in the rural cotton belt, female-headed ones most 
common in cities where women could find more jobs. But black women 
commonly worked outside the home even in rural areas. Nearly 40 percent 
of black women did so in three Texas counties in 1870 compared to just 1 
percent of white women.30

Flexible family forms remained a necessity for most free blacks. If black 
families were more apt than white ones to break under the strain of pov-
erty and racism, they also reconstituted themselves in myriad ways. White 
Northerners who came South in the 1860s, “heard blacks calling each other 
‘aunt,’ ‘uncle,’ ‘brother,’ ‘sister,’ or ‘cousin,’ seemingly at random.”31 Kin—
biological and fictive—performed a wide range of services. Women opened 
accounts in Freedman’s Banks for stepmothers and mothers-in-law. Black 
families were more likely than white ones to incorporate people who could 
not contribute much wealth to the household, such as elderly mothers or 
orphaned children or unemployed kin. African American families cared for 
the old, the infirm, and the parentless long after institutions had assumed 
those roles for whites.

Successful African Americans had championed the Victorian virtues of 
domesticity and deferred gratification well before the Civil War. A black 
newspaper in New York City urged its women readers in 1829 to “endear 
home by temper, order, and cleanliness.”32 Black leaders by that time were 
advising men to move beyond manual labor into skilled trades and other 
occupations that would cultivate “wealth, virtue, and honor.”33 Temperance 
became a key component of this endeavor. Austin Steward marked the final 
emancipation of New York slaves in 1827 by pointing out that “INDUSTRY, 
PRUDENCE, AND ECONOMY came with freedom. Alcohol undermined 
health, wealth and happiness.” “How can we expect to rise in the scale of 
moral being,” asked a trio of black leaders twelve years later, “unless we 
are a temperate, sober, and industrious people?” New York’s Abyssinian 
Benevolent Daughters of Esther Association closed its membership to 
women who used alcohol. Northern whites abhorred black temperance soci-
eties precisely because of this association of temperance and respectability. 
After white Philadelphians attacked a black temperance parade and burned 
the Smith Beneficial Hall and the Second Colored Presbyterian Church in 
1842, city leaders ordered that a brick building used for temperance meet-
ings be torn down, for it represented “the social and economic progress 
of the black community” that many whites found intolerable. But African 
Americans persisted. By 1842 Philadelphia had ten black temperance soci-
eties. “No one who wished to lay claim to respectability would dare serve 
liquor at a public function or be seen at a tippling house,” concludes histo-
rian Donald Yacovone. Boston’s blacks became divided between those who 
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lived in the rough-and-tumble North End and the more respectable, family-
oriented families of “the hill.” Hence a North-end man named Fletcher who 
had caroused in his youth changed his ways when he “got married, got reli-
gion and moved to the hill.”34

Frederick Douglass, the most prominent black leader of the nineteenth 
century, presented himself as the quintessential self-made man. Like white 
men on the make, Douglass perceived temperance as part of a cluster of 
virtues that successful men must cultivate. He associated liquor with slavery. 
The slaveowners drank to numb themselves to the cruelty they inflicted on 
their slaves, and they plied the slave with alcohol “to silence or drown his 
mind.”35 Like Lincoln, Douglass spent much of his childhood immersed 
in books designed to inculcate character. His favorite was a collection of 
Whig oratory. Douglass’s most popular speech, delivered more than fifty 
times between 1859 and 1893, was “Self-Made Men.” He celebrated men 
who pulled themselves up “by their own bootstraps,” men who were “not 
only without the voluntary assistance or friendly co-operation of society, 
but often in open and derisive defiance of all the efforts of society and the 
tendency of circumstances to repress, retard, and keep them down.”36 He 
became estranged from the Garrisonian wing of the abolition movement in 
part because they found him too polished a speaker and wanted him to keep 
“a little of the plantation.”37

Booker T. Washington, who supplanted Douglass as the leading African 
American late in the nineteenth century, presented a more accommodating 
façade but also emphasized that hard work and discipline were crucial to 
racial uplift. His entrance exam to the Hampton Normal and Agricultural 
Institute took the form of cleaning a room (he swept it three times and 
dusted it four times).38 At Tuskegee Institute he perpetuated this emphasis 
on hard work, moral uplift, and deferred gratification. By the century’s turn, 
even impoverished black families tended to keep children in school longer 
than did their immigrant counterparts.

African Americans by the nineteenth century had developed a coherent 
culture that incorporated many aspects of mainstream culture, and once 
slavery ended, the great majority lived in stable families.

Immigrant families both resembled and differed from African American 
families. They came to the United States voluntarily, even at the cost of 
leaving family, and most brought with them high hopes. But most came to 
a place whose language and culture was alien and where they often faced 
prejudice and discrimination. Anglo Americans did not consider the Irish 
to be white for most of the nineteenth century, and by the late nineteenth 
century the former were still more alarmed about immigrants from Asia and 
Southern and Eastern Europe. Most immigrants found life in the United 
Stated to be very difficult.

Most immigrants were pushed out of their homelands by factors similar to 
the ones that had driven so many people to North American colonies in the 
seventeenth century: a concentration of land ownership and more workers 
than could be absorbed by agriculture and manufacturing. More particular, 
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episodic hardships also prompted immigration, such as the potato famine in 
Ireland of the 1840s and the persecution of Russian Jews later in the century. 
British, German, and Irish immigrants predominated before the Civil War. 
A larger and more diverse stream of new immigrants appeared in the second 
half of the nineteenth century, beginning with the Chinese in the 1850s 
and followed by Central and Eastern Europeans (Slavs, Poles, Ukrainians, 
Russians, Italians), the Mexicans, and the Japanese. This second wave of 
immigration did not subside until immigration restriction in the early 1920s. 
Families predominated among those who came to stay. But many saw immi-
gration as a temporary measure, a means of amassing capital that could then 
be used to gain a foothold in the old country. The new immigrants were 
therefore dominated by single, unattached men—not the stuff from which 
stable families or communities were made. Traditional familial structures 
often fractured under the stress of isolation. Early in 1914, a Polish couple 
received word that their daughter in the United States had married a young 
man from a different part of Poland. She begged them not to “be angry with 
me for marrying so hastily and a man from so far a country and for not even 
writing to you about it.” But what could the parents do, thousands of miles 
away, but give their blessing? A wife struggling to raise children wrote her 
husband, absent in the United States: “I have only wasted my young years in 
longing and grief, alone with these orphans, and I have no hope that it will 
end soon.”39

The Chinese constituted an extreme example of skewed sex ratios. Unlike 
Europe, where economic expansion fueled immigration, China suffered 
from economic decline and political fragmentation. Great Britain succeeded 
in forcing China to accept opium as a trade item by the 1840s, and the 
drug quickly fostered addiction, poverty, and brigandage. Poor families who 
could not feed or otherwise care for their children commonly sold them to 
wealthier people as indentured servants or brides; some became prostitutes. 
Young males were much less likely to be sold than their female counterparts, 
as they were more able to make money to support their families. Many chose 
to leave China, some for Southeast Asia, some, after 1850, for California and 
the rest of the West where they might make twenty times as much money as 
they could back home. Merchants soon operated as essential economic and 
cultural brokers between poorer Chinese and the Yankees who needed their 
labor. These merchants commonly embraced life in the United States, bal-
ancing the racial discrimination they confronted there with expanded oppor-
tunities for profits and status within the Chinese American community. 
However, until the radical restriction of Chinese immigration in 1882, the 
overwhelming majority of immigrants comprised young men who expected 
to work for a few years on the West Coast before returning to China with 
enough money to lift their families of origin from poverty, to buy land, and 
to erect an impressive house. Less than one in twenty Chinese immigrants 
was female in 1880. Some 86 percent of San Francisco’s Chinese women 
worked as prostitutes in 1860, 63 percent in 1870. Some of these women 
eventually married well, but sex ratios remained skewed and families rare, in 
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part because some of the immigrants had wives in China. Hence the 1870 
census enumerated just 500 children born in the United States, less than 1 
percent of the total Chinese American population. By 1900 the figure had 
risen to 10 percent.40

Italian immigration to the United States resembled the Chinese one in 
many ways. The push factors were less extreme in Italy than in China, and the 
sex ratios of the Italians in America were less skewed. But Italians also com-
monly hoped to spend a few years in the United States before returning to or 
starting families in the old country. Men constituted about three-fourths of 
South Italian immigrants in the early twentieth century. Indeed, some mar-
ried men sent for their wives and children, not to make a permanent home 
in the United States, but so that the family could more quickly earn enough 
money to live well in Italy. From the 1880s to 1914, about one-half as many 
Italians went from the United States to Italy as vice versa.

But to focus on the male-dominated, transitory nature of Chinese and 
Italian immigrant communities is to miss the broader, familial context in 
which such immigration occurred. Such immigrants were in the United States 
precisely because their families expected a lot from them. Hence a Chinese 
miner wrote from Central Oregon that “I could not keep the tears from 
running down my checks when thinking about the miserable and needy cir-
cumstances of our home, and thinking back to the time of our separation.” 
He recalled that it was “our destitution” that had driven him away “several 
autumns” past “to try to make a living”41 Making and saving money proved 
to be more difficult than expected, and not a few sojourners fell prey to 
gambling or opium addiction. Others, particularly those who did well, were 
tempted to stay in the United States and to neglect their families of origin in 
China. But duty was not contingent on proximity, and the great majority of 
Chinese Americans continued to perceive themselves as implicated in a web 
of familial obligations. In the United States they organized themselves into 
kinship groups based on the part of China they were from.

Chinese men, especially, were alarmed by the liberal nature of North 
American society and culture. Scholars describe traditional Chinese culture 
as emphasizing “harmony within hierarchy,” a world in which a “child learns 
to see the world in terms of a network of relationships.”42 They had for many 
centuries celebrated and emphasized filial piety, children’s devotion to their 
parents. A commonly told story related how Han Boyu wept when his mother 
beat him—not from physical pain, but because his mother’s weak blows con-
noted her waning strength. Zhang Yinhuan, China’s minister to the United 
States in the 1880s, noted that an eminent elderly man’s son did not help 
his limping father up and down stairs: “This is what the sentiment between 
fathers and sons is like in the West.”43 “Women got too much freedom, too 
much power over here,” observed Ying Foy. “Break up lots of families.”44

European immigrants shared the Chinese emphasis on family obligations. 
Most young men crossed the Atlantic not in search of individual fortune or 
fame but as family members deputized to make enough money to help the 
family at home or to begin the process of transferring a chain of other  family 
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members to the United States, where they could reconstitute themselves 
under more promising circumstances. Many immigrants were delighted to 
learn that children as young as ten could make good money and happily 
removed them from school. “We looked forward to the time when we . . . quit 
school and got a job because we knew the parents needed money,” recalled 
a Pole.45 Tradition-minded elders were dumbfounded by children who felt 
otherwise. Complained a first-generation Italian American father of a daugh-
ter who insisted on keeping part of her earnings for herself, “But then, why 
did I make her?”46 Immigrant mothers had little patience with native-born 
reformers who urged them to be more considerate of their children. A social 
worker “doesn’t have to depend on her children’s wages” and therefore can 
“afford to be lax with them.”47

Immigrant women did not work outside the home nearly as often as their 
African American counterparts. But many took in piecework that they and 
their children labored over at home, or they took in boarders. A 1901 study 
of Packingtown in South Chicago found that two-thirds of its families had 
one or more boarders.48

Immigrants grounded their conservative family beliefs in rural traditions. 
John Lukasavicius recalled a Lithuanian childhood in which his mother beat 
him and his siblings if they neglected their many chores. “The only time 
we did anything different from working and sleeping was when there was 
a dance at one of the neighbors’ houses or a wedding.”49 Southern Italian 
girls prided themselves on becoming useful at a young age. “When I was five 
or six years old,” recalled a woman, “my father gave me a small scythe with 
which to help harvest the grain.” The girls also learned to help their moth-
ers around the house. “There was never an idle moment for girls or women. 
We all wanted the reputation of being good workers.”50 Becoming a worker 
entailed the right to wear a shawl, an article of clothing that marked one as 
a woman rather than as a girl. Pascal D’Angelo, born in 1894 in rural Italy, 
recalled a childhood of poverty and hunger. Everyone “must help, down to 
the children barely able to walk.”51

The United States exposed children to a much different environment, par-
ticularly in cities. Children usually adapted much more quickly than did their 
parents to the new culture and language, so much so that parents often found 
themselves relying on children to navigate a foreign and often hostile cultural 
landscape. Most of the immigrant children spent at least some time in schools, 
which encouraged individual achievement rather than the subordination of their 
desires to the needs of the group. They also soaked in mainstream American 
values through popular culture, including movies, by the century’s turn.

Adults also encountered fewer social and community constraints in the 
United States than they did back home. The classic study of Polish peasants 
in the old and new worlds by William Thomas and Florian Znaniecki found 
that couples in the United States were much more likely to quarrel, separate, 
or divorce, in part because Poles were unable to recreate in the United States 
the sort of all-encompassing church-community structures that existed back 
home.52
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But a great deal of traditional life persisted. An Italian American girl 
remarked in 1914 that she liked to go to the movies precisely because “We 
don’t get no chance to live that way and you can pretend when you see the 
picture that it’s you.”53 Immigrant communities formed powerful institu-
tions. Chinese bachelors commonly lived together and formed tight-knit 
associations based on their place of origin or kinship group. Immigrant 
households commonly extended beyond the immediate family, and most 
groups organized fraternal organizations to assist with unexpected deaths 
and lesser tragedies. Chicago’s Bohemian Americans in 1902 had 30 sav-
ings-and-loan organizations; 259 benefit societies; 35 gymnastics associa-
tions; and 18 singing, 4 bicycling, and 4 drama clubs. In addition, many 
ethnic groups had their own churches and schools. The great majority 
married someone from within their ethnic group. There were just 5 inter-
ethnic couples out of 284 in a South Chicago neighborhood dominated 
by East European immigrants. Just 9 and 17 percent of New York City’s 
first and second-generation Poles, respectively, married outside their eth-
nic group from 1908 to 1912. In a rural Minnesota township, the intra-
marriage rate enumerated in the 1900 census for German Americans stood 
at 95 percent for the first generation and 92 percent for the second gen-
eration. Immigrants’ children commonly left school early to support their 
families. Indeed, the children of African Americans had higher rates of 
enrollment in Northern, urban high schools than did many European 
immigrants. Children of immigrants in Philadelphia at the turn of the cen-
tury were twice as likely to be a part of the labor force than were children 
with native-born parents and three times more likely in Boston. As late as 
1911, children’s earnings still constituted nearly two-thirds of the income 
of unskilled Irish American families.54

Jewish immigrants, by way of contrast, embraced education, but educa-
tion had long been part and parcel of an intense community and ritualistic 
life. Rose Pesotta described the elaborate Passover rituals in her Ukrainian 
Jewish family of the turn of the twentieth century: “father was a king, 
mother a queen, and we children, princes and princesses.”55 Sholom 
Aleichem, whose stories would later provide the basis for Fiddler on the 
Roof, recalled “a continuous buzzing” in children’s ears: “ ‘Don’t do that! 
That’s no place to stand! No, don’t go there!’ Everyone buzzed: Father, 
Mother, sisters, brothers, teacher, servants, uncles, aunts, Grandmother—
especially Grandmother, . . . ”56 The segregated Eastern European ghettoes 
could not be replicated in New York City or in other parts of the United 
States, where people and ideas f lowed more freely, and divorces could 
be procured from the secular state. A social worker observed that chil-
dren who attended public schools often cast aside much of their religious 
belief and saw “no further use of Hebrew.” Russian Jew Abraham Bisno 
noted that “a significant minority” of wage-earning children wanted to 
keep their earnings: “They acquired the right to a personality which they 
had not ever possessed in the old country.”57 Lincoln Steffens observed 
synagogues in which orthodox fathers  worshipped while their sons sat 
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outside “hatless in their old clothes, smoking cigarettes . . . rebels against 
the law of Moses; they were lost souls, lost to God, the family, and to 
Israel of old.”58 Perhaps. But if the familial and religious lives of young 
Jewish immigrants changed dramatically with emigration, they neverthe-
less retained much of their distinctiveness. Intermarriage rates among the 
Jews remained very low (1 and 6 percent for the first and second genera-
tion, respectively, around 1910 in New York City), and their sense of obli-
gation remained high, particularly for daughters, who commonly deferred 
their individual aspirations for education or other forms of fulfillment in 
order to earn wages for their families or to help at home. “I felt a great 
deal of responsibility toward my parents,” recalled one. “I sort of felt that 
I owed them something.”59

Native American families encountered fewer opportunities and a much 
more determined program of acculturation. White reformers of the eigh-
teenth and especially nineteenth centuries believed that Indians were capa-
ble of becoming like whites—and that this should be encouraged or even 
required. White educators focused much of their attentions on indigenous 
children whom they hoped would prove more malleable than their parents. 
Most schools were located within indigenous communities or reservations. 
But proliferating boarding schools separated boys and girls from their elders 
for years at a time. The goal, as Connecticut’s Reverend Eleazar Wheelock 
put it in the mid-eighteenth century, was to isolate these children from the 
“pernicious Influence of their Parents Example,” where “I can correct, & 
punish them as I please.”60 This impulse to educate and discipline indig-
enous children spread in the nineteenth century, when white, evangelical 
reformers argued that given sufficient opportunities Indians could become 
integrated into the nation’s economy and society. The Dawes Act of 1887 
promised to transform Indians into Jeffersonian yeoman farmers who put 
aside their communal economies to pursue prosperity on privately owned 
farms peopled by self-sufficient, nuclear families.

These educational programs were poorly executed. The Dawes Act served 
largely to transfer Indian land to whites, as indigenous families lacked 
the resources and the desire to become yeoman farmers. Most schools, 
Wheelock’s included, spent as much time extracting labor from their Indian 
pupils as teaching them practical skills. Reformers hoped that the graduates 
of these schools would return home to set an example for and lead their 
people. But the paucity of employment opportunities on reservations and 
the cultural gap between youth who had been forced to surrender their lan-
guage and culture and other Indians commonly left them both jobless and 
disoriented. Childhood had been a time of intense socialization to group 
norms communicated through example, stories, rigorous training, and spirit 
quests. Years spent at boarding school robbed children of these experiences 
and substituted skills that elders found superfluous. A young Hopi woman 
who returned home after years at a boarding school found that her family 
had no use for the pies and cakes she baked and found her “as foolish as a 
white woman.”61 An Apache who came home from Carlisle Indian School 
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around the turn of the twentieth century found that if one tried to accultur-
ate “the Indians branded you as being some kind of an outcast who no longer 
loved his own people.”62 Educated Indian women often ended up in cities as 
domestic servants or prostitutes. Educated Indian men enjoyed more options 
by the late nineteenth-century, particularly if they had gone to college. A few 
became professionals. But they, too, often found themselves alienated both 
from their kin and a white society that would never fully accept them.

Many of the Indians who left reservations intermarried and did their 
best to blend into white society. The thousands of white-skinned Americans 
now striving to recover traces of indigenous heritage testify to the dedicated 
efforts of their Indian ancestors to assimilate quietly into mainstream society. 
But some refugees clung to their indigenous identity. Carlos Montezuma, 
a Yavapais purchased and raised by a white man, was graduated from the 
Chicago Medical College in 1889 and eventually married a woman of 
Romanian descent. But he also became one of the first Indians to advocate 
for indigenous peoples on the national level and was a determined critic of 
the Bureau of Indian Affairs. When death neared he left Chicago for a grass 
shelter in Arizona, on the land of his ancestors.63

Few Indians enjoyed the options available to Montezuma. Confronted 
with death, dispossession, poverty, and determined programs of assimila-
tion, they had to adapt to survive. Some appropriated parts of white cul-
ture. Handsome Lake, a Seneca prophet, urged his people at the turn of 
the nineteenth century to blend elements of traditional belief with white 
gender roles. He condemned divorce and abortion and supported Quaker 
missionaries who were urging men to take over and modernize agriculture. 
He charged older women who resisted these innovations with witchcraft. 
Several were executed. The Cherokee and other large indigenous nations of 
the Southeast continued to alter their kinship practices. Towns defined by 
matrilineal clans fragmented into homesteads populated by nuclear families. 
The Cherokee replaced town councils with a centralized, male-dominated 
government. Most groups changed less radically. But those aspects of indig-
enous life that most offended Caucasians, the two spirits (transgendered 
people) and polygyny, became rare.

Many traditions survived the nineteenth century. The Seneca of 1900 
were much more likely than their non-Indian counterparts to live in extended 
families. Only 4 percent of Omaha marriages around that time occurred 
within clan groups. Most Crow women who died from 1910 to 1914 willed 
property not to their husbands but to other kin, presumably members of 
their lineage, and one out of five Crow adults had married four times or 
more. Indian societies remained focused on kinship.64

But the fact that so many Native women were divorcing or deserting their 
husbands suggests their vulnerability as well as their independence. Charlotte 
Smith—the daughter of Celiast, a Clatsop woman who had married a French 
Canadian and then a Yankee—used white courts to extricate herself from 
three marriages that she described as highly abusive. Alcoholism, violence, 
and other forms of sociocultural disintegration grew in Native communi-
ties along with poverty. A Plymouth colony official in 1654 reported that 
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 intoxicated Indians “commit much horrid wickedness, as murdering the 
nearest relations, etc.”65 Nearly two centuries later, a white woman living 
among the Cherokee remarked that their women “were chaste and very civil, 
but their husbands would drink to drunkenness, and were very cruel when 
under the influence of fire water.”66

Conquest and colonization increased Indians’ vulnerability. A San 
Francisco newspaper reported in 1856 that government employees on a 
Digger reservation were “daily and nightly . . . kidnapping the younger por-
tion of the females, for the vilest purposes,” and that the Indians “dare not 
resent the insult, or even complain of the hideous outrage.”67 Sexual assault 
spawned violence toward wives, venereal disease, and abortion, a cluster of 
intersecting problems that tore Indian families apart and made reproduction 
extraordinarily difficult.

By the dawn of the twentieth century, all Indian nations had become 
colonized, and all struggled with the costs of poverty, racism, and concerted 
assimilation programs. Traditional, flexible kinship structures remained cru-
cial to their survival, but survival was very difficult.

Mexicanos also suffered from conquest and oppression. Some communities, 
as in New Mexico, had roots stretching back to the sixteenth century and had 
blended extensively with neighboring Native Americans. Other settlements, 
as in Arizona and California, were more recent. Most were rural peasants of 
mixed (largely mestizo) ancestry, though Mexican independence and the ensu-
ing secularization of California’s Franciscan missions encouraged the rise of 
powerful, often light-skinned ranchero families there. Even married sons were 
not to sit or smoke in the presence of their powerful Californian fathers. Poorer 
Mexican communities were stable and close-knit. Mexican families, in what 
would become the Southwest, had always been flexible and interdependent. 
They resided, after all, on a far Northern frontier, places where husbands and 
fathers were apt to die young and where young women had a great deal of work 
to do inside and outside the home and could not simply be locked up until 
marriage. Women might elope with suitors or take lovers. Furthermore, domi-
nation entailed obligation. Angustias de la Guerra, born in San Diego in 1815, 
recounted how the family of a poor bride would “ask the wealthy people,” such 
as her father, “to help dress the bride.” They would bring him gifts “of small 
breads and sweets,” then return after the ceremony to “drink chocolate with 
him.” The poor family thereafter referred to the rich patron as “my captain.” 
Mexicans of high status had many godchildren to whom they dispensed favors. 
Apolianaria Lorenzana, born in the 1790s, had more than 100 godchildren, 
both Indians and “gente de razón” (people of reason, or whites).68 But the 
Mexican War brought much dislocation and poverty. Anglos soon worked their 
way across what was now the U.S. Southwest and took most of their land and 
businesses. Increased immigration from Mexico to the Southwest’s railroads, 
mines, and farms that began late in the nineteenth century exacerbated the 
Mexicanos’ growing poverty and skewed its sex ratios.

Mexican American women’s responsibilities grew as their families’ for-
tunes declined. In New Mexico, women remained in the villages to run their 
families and to tend their gardens as men went further and further afield for 
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seasonal work. Most families eventually lost their land, and more and more 
families had to seek work elsewhere, often in cities. Husbands were more apt 
to leave—temporarily or permanently—under these circumstances, often for 
cities. Most newcomers who came North from Mexico late in the nineteenth 
century were unattached men, so the proportion of Mexican American adults 
who married and lived with their spouses fell. As before, ideals often clashed 
with conditions. The editor of Tucson’s El fronterizo opined in 1882 that a 
wife should be a “balm for” her husband’s cares, “surrounding him with her 
tender sisterly soul.” A year later, an anonymous woman countered: “Men 
are like lit cigars, they show more smoke than fire.” Scriptural justifications 
for male superiority could be dispensed with, she explained, as the Bible had 
been written by men, and “all men were liars.”69

But Mexican American communities remained tight-knit even as their 
economies and settlements declined and fragmented. Households commonly 
included boarders, servants, relatives, and friends. The proportion of extend-
ed-kin families in Los Angeles, Tucson, Santa Fe, and San Antonio fluctuated 
from roughly 10 to 20 percent from 1850 to 1880. Such families were most 
common among the poor, who leaned most heavily on one another for eco-
nomic support. Richard Griswold del Castillo suggests that Mexican American 
wives born in what would become the United States commonly headed house-
holds and worked outside the home precisely because they had a strong local 
kinship network to support them.70 Like the Native Americans whom so many 
Hispanic families had lived among or incorporated, flexibility and kinship 
proved invaluable in confronting poverty, racism, and  dislocation.

Native-born working-class families experienced many of the same economic 
challenges that immigrant and minority families faced—but often without 
their kin and community networks. Life expectancy declined for much of the 
nineteenth century, particularly among the urban poor: about 28 percent of 
New York City’s children died by the age of five in 1820, 52 percent in the 
1850s.71 The working class often relied on a “family wage” rather than on 
the earnings of the husband or father. The widespread destruction of appren-
ticeship caused by nineteenth-century industrialization delayed independence 
and forced many working-class children back into the homes of their par-
ents. Craftspeople had enjoyed relatively high status and incomes during the 
colonial period. But the industrial revolution that expanded the middle class 
generally harmed people who worked with their hands, as specialized craft 
skills that took many years of training to acquire were replaced by machines 
and the unskilled workers who tended them. The industrial economy proved 
to be unpredictable, particularly for its operatives. One made money only 
while working, and if one could not work—even if one was injured because 
of negligence on the part of one’s employer—one could not earn money. 
Several severe depressions threw many workers out of their jobs during the 
nineteenth century, and even during good times roughly one worker out 
of five could expect to be unemployed at some point during a given year. 
Industrialization proceeded fitfully. Skilled carpenters continued to enjoy 
high wages generations after looms made hand weaving obsolete. But, in the 
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main, industrialization meant lower wages and less control over one’s work 
as manufacturing moved from cottages to factories. Industrialization created 
many unskilled jobs outside of factories: building railroads; grading streets; 
and loading, unloading, and transporting goods, for example. But these jobs 
were also poorly paid, dangerous, and often short-lived. Poor people also suf-
fered from the growing regulation of subsistence economies. City officials no 
longer let pigs and chickens roam at large, and new regulations in the coun-
tryside made it more difficult to hunt or fish on land that one did not own. A 
larger fraction of meager wages had to be set aside for food.

Declining real wages and economic instability were a recipe for social 
tensions and violence, inside and outside the family. Young, urban working-
class men, especially, developed a reputation for fighting. This violent pose 
served both to denigrate the norms of middle-class domesticity and to offer 
a respite from the numbness of work. Brawling in New York City “fostered a 
distinct working-class male identity that was centered on the boisterous pub-
lic assertion of physical courage, independence, class pride, and American 
patriotism.”72 Miners on the Comstock Lode “celebrated maleness, mutual-
ity, whiteness, and the power of chance.”73 But working-class women did not 
necessarily accept the subordinate position that men assigned to them. They 
contested their husbands’ claims to superiority and often banded together to 
aid one another when dealing with abusive husbands or simply the demands 
of housework and child care. Of course, many working-class couples lived 
together harmoniously. But the pressures of working-class life, the poverty, 
and the unpredictability endemic to most nineteenth-century wage work 
brought tremendous pressures to working-class families.

Employers and reformers alike commonly steered workers toward 
churches, schools, and temperance societies. “The effect of intoxicants on 
labour efficiency was the strongest argument that could be presented in 
support of temperance,” remarked an early advocate. The police in Lynne, 
Massachusetts, an important shoe making center, turned their attention to 
alcohol-related crimes by the late 1850s: drunkenness, disorderly conduct, 
and illegal liquor sales. Education leaders pledged to teach “sobriety, indus-
try and frugality, chastity, moderation and temperance” and to encourage 
“habits of application, respect to superiors, and obedience to law.”74 In 1851, 
Massachusetts passed the nation’s first compulsory school law. Child-saving 
institutions proliferated in the second half of the nineteenth century and 
took tens of thousands of children from poor, urban parents.

Working people often resented these intrusions and the attitudes that 
lay behind them. The Democrats could count on most working-class peo-
ple’s votes precisely because they billed themselves as the party of individ-
ual  freedom. Young men often evinced anti-domestic sensibilities. Young 
women, though more vulnerable than their male counterparts, f locked to 
growing cities throughout the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries in 
search of independence, and they often chose to live in rented rooms, board-
ing houses, or with one another, rather than under the watchful eyes of the 
well-to-do reformers who wished to shelter them.
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Others saw value in middle-class restraint, though they believed that work-
ing people should be allowed to choose temperance, for example, rather than 
being forced to give up drinking. The Washingtonians arose in 1841 as a 
working-class temperance organization that proclaimed that alcohol use only 
exacerbated the difficulties of working people’s lives. “I was a football when 
a drunkard,” proclaimed Boston mechanic and temperance lecturer Sam 
Hayward, “kicked around by everybody.” He converted to temperance when a 
Washingtonian challenged him: “Sam, don’t you want to be a man again?”75 
“For Washingtonian women,” notes Ruth Alexander, “the most promising 
guarantee of social and economic stability was the adoption of standards of 
behavior that reflected a sense of responsibility to the family and an emotional 
attachment to its members.”76 Like their middle-class counterparts, working-
class women wanted their husbands to invest emotionally and financially in 
their families. Many working men, in particular, rejected domestic norms out 
of hand; the precariousness and humiliations of working life made cultivating 
habits of industry and self-restraint seem pointless. But many others embraced 
education and character formation as the key to socioeconomic mobility.

Working-class families commonly turned to kin for help, but kin were often 
missing or had problems of their own. A widowed or deserted woman might 
move in with a sister or her parents, who would watch her children while she 
worked, for example. Struggling mothers and fathers without such kin could 
turn to a growing number of orphanages or children’s aid societies. Indeed, 
such institutions actively recruited children from the mid-century forward, 
as cities assigned special police officers to the work of discovering neglected 
or abused children whose parent(s) a judge might decide were unfit. Charles 
Loring Brace, the longtime head of the New York Children’s Aid Society, 
entitled his account of that work The Dangerous Classes of New York. Poor, 
especially immigrant, parents were almost automatically suspect, particularly 
single mothers. These institutions enjoyed little or no government funding, 
so their directors were reluctant to accept the temporary care of children who 
could not support themselves. Parents who wished to retrieve their children 
from such institutions had to either provide monthly payments or to consent 
to the child being bound out to a family who provided food and shelter in 
return for the child’s work. The trick for poor parents, then, was to use the 
child-saving institutions without losing control over one’s child.

Working-class families had little choice but to rely on one another when 
they could. Individualism was an unaffordable luxury.

*  *  *

Sojourner Truth is famous for rising at a women’s rights convention to deflate 
male ministers who were claiming “dat woman needs to be helped into car-
riages, and lifted over ditches” by pointing out that no man had ever helped 
her, a woman who “have borne thirteen chillen, and seen ‘em mos’ all sold off 
into slavery, . . . and ar’n’t I a woman?”77 But Truth almost certainly did not 
speak these words. A more faithful account of her speech does not render it 
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in dialect and instead presents a Truth who spoke simply and earnestly about 
women’s rights. Truth did not have thirteen children, and she did not see 
most of them sold into slavery. But slavery deeply marked her and her family.

Sojourner Truth spent the early part of her life as Isabella, a New York slave 
born around 1797. Her father had lost two wives to sale when he married 
Isabella’s mother, and Isabella was the youngest of their ten to twelve chil-
dren, most of whom were sold. At age nine, her owner sold her away from her 
parents and one remaining sibling to a couple who whipped her brutally, leav-
ing lifelong scars. She also suffered sexual abuse. In around 1815, she married 
a slave on the same farm and had five children. When she learned that New 
York would free all remaining slaves in 1827, she left with her youngest child 
for the shelter of an anti-slavery man who paid her master $27.20 for them.

Like many people of that time and place, Isabella underwent a shatter-
ing conversion experience in which she realized that god “was all over” and 
that he was an “ever-present help in time of trouble.”78 She joined the com-
munity of the Prophet Matthias, though this authoritarian leader took her 
money and beat her. When the commune broke up, she moved to New York 
City and worked as a servant. The son who lived with her went to sea, and 
she never saw him again. Truth’s poverty often kept her from being able to 
care for her other children. The traumas of slavery and poverty left her both 
thirsting for a familial community and separated from kin. In 1843, she 
became Sojourner Truth, a name that reflected her belief that our time on 
earth was but a brief interval before attaining the joys of heaven or suffering 
the torments of hell. She joined a Millerite cooperative in Massachusetts and 
later a spiritualist community in Michigan. These activities brought her into 
contact with white and black reformers, and by the time she dictated her life 
story in the 1850s Truth was a popular lecturer and advocate for abolition 
and women’s rights.

White women reformers such as Harriet Beecher Stowe and Francis Dana 
Gage tried to depict Truth as an African Amazon. Truth instead presented 
herself as a lady.

Truth was unique among African Americans, but her attraction to mid-
dle-class norms was not. African American families commonly sought to 
keep wives in the home and children at school. Poverty and racism often 
thwarted them. Most blacks inside and outside slavery relied heavily on kin, 
even as slavery and then poverty fragmented kin relations. Native American, 
Mexican American, and white, working-class families also battled prejudice, 
poverty, and at times enforced acculturation and reacted with a combination 
of innovation and tradition. The most common solution to oppression and 
other hardships was to rely heavily on one another.

The coming century would bring some radical changes for marginal 
families, as oppression and poverty alike receded and as middle-class youth, 
especially, began to appropriate cultural forms from groups that they had 
ignored or shunned earlier. Prosperity would blur racial, ethnic, and cultural 
distinctions.



Chapter 6

The First Modern Family

Industrialization and the prosperity it fostered conditioned the nature of 
nineteenth-century families. It drew millions of immigrants to the United 
States even as the lives of working people became more tenuous. African 
Americans, Mexican American immigrants, and white working-class families 
relied heavily on one another out of necessity as well as out of habit. Middle-
class people had more choices, but they chose, far more often than not, to 
form durable families, for the habits of self-restraint fostered in middle-class 
families dovetailed with the requirements of a production-oriented culture 
and economy.

The economy shifted significantly early in the twentieth century, and the 
nation’s families followed suit. Modern prosperity and complex reactions to 
modern life reworked most families, and in similar ways. By the onset of 
the Great Depression in 1929 a new, more widely shared style of family had 
emerged, one based more on the pursuit of freedom and self-realization, less 
on self-restraint and character. An ethos of consumption shouldered aside 
the Victorian emphasis on production as Americans became the richest peo-
ple in the history of the world. Not everyone shared in the new prosperity. 
But America’s diverse families converged in the early twentieth century in 
the pursuit of freedom and self-realization.

*  *  *

The quality of life improved markedly during the early twentieth century. 
The per capita gross national product rose well over threefold from 1897 to 
1921. Life expectancy and overall physical well-being increased dramatically, 
as investments in public health paid big dividends. Americans spent a much 
smaller proportion of their earnings on food than did their counterparts in 
Europe. The texture of the new prosperity rested on the widespread diffu-
sion of consumer goods rather than on production-oriented staples such as 
textiles, steel rails, and farm implements that had dominated the nineteenth 
century. More and more people had the wherewithal to buy products rang-
ing from recorded music to curling irons to automobiles.
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This shift from production to consumption changed the nature of work for 
both sexes. The proportion of men who labored in agriculture continued to 
plummet as the proportion of men who worked in white-collar jobs grew. The 
assets of the growing middle class resided in salaries and specialized skills that 
were acquired through formal education rather than through land or farm 
equipment. Women constituted a large and growing proportion of clerical 
and sales employees as they moved out of domestic service, a sector that had 
absorbed one-half of females working outside the home in 1870 but just one-
fifth in 1930. Men were much more apt to supervise women than vice versa, 
and they earned more money for the same work. But in many offices and busi-
nesses the sexes worked side by side. For housewives, who still comprised the 
great majority of adult women, shopping (and driving to shop) for ready-made 
clothing and food (meat, canned goods, butter, bread, and biscuits) replaced 
the work of actually making such items at home. In Muncie, Indiana, bakeries 
provided about one-quarter of the city’s bread in 1890s and about two-thirds 
of it in the 1920s.1 Housework became easier, if no less time-consuming, as 
indoor plumbing did away with the hauling of water and electricity brought in 
its wake washing machines, refrigerators, and vacuum cleaners.

The family became smaller and more isolated. The fertility rate fell from 
just over 3.5 children in 1900 to under 2.5 three decades later. Households 
had fewer extended kin and domestic servants; a Northern family was half 
as likely to have a servant in 1920 as it was in 1900.2 These smaller families 
enjoyed more privacy. More working-class couples rented and even owned 
houses by the 1920s rather than crowding into tenements or boardinghouses. 
Los Angeles-area suburbs such as South Gate and Watts offered lots at low 
prices along with modest taxes and little regulation, practices that enabled 
more working-class families to grasp a piece of the American dream.

Prosperity lengthened childhood. The proportion of youth who attended 
high school rose gradually from 10 percent in 1815 to 20 percent in 1915, 
then shot up to 50 percent by 1928.3 Young people spent less time doing 
housework and more time playing—learning musical instruments or partici-
pating in sports or the Boy Scouts, for example.

The state’s role expanded. Taxation grew dramatically during World War 
I and reached a much wider proportion of the populace than before. The 
role of city and other local governments increased, and state government 
assumed more of the work of supervising schools and roads. Attendance at 
primary school became mandatory. Juvenile courts arose around the cen-
tury’s turn to establish an alternative to the mainstream criminal justice sys-
tem. Mothers’ pensions spread rapidly from 1911 to include forty states by 
1920 and made it possible for more and more single women to keep their 
children—though the payments were meager and moral expectations were 
high. Subsidized foster care replaced the “putting-out” system. Private agen-
cies still conducted much of this work, but they increasingly answered to 
state governments, which both subsidized and monitored their work.

In sum, government more actively supported and supervised families. 
Recipients of mothers’ or widows’ pensions had to convince case workers of 
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their moral rectitude. Those who went to church and abstained from smok-
ing and drinking had a better chance of receiving money than those who 
did not. The U.S. Children’s Bureau began in 1912, and its “Infant Care” 
soon became the government’s best-selling publication. Social work moved 
from an avocation of well-to-do women, such as Jane Addams, to a profes-
sion dominated by career women, and its basis shifted from a broad consid-
eration of the social environment to the case-work method that emphasized 
the client’s personality. Clinically-trained social workers catalogued individ-
ual traits of their clients rather than campaigning against poverty or poor 
 housing conditions.

Modern life engaged Americans in a set of powerful but often contradic-
tory developments. Prosperity multiplied chances for privacy and luxury even 
as more and more people surrendered chunks of their autonomy to large 
institutions: the businesses they worked for, the schools they spent more 
of their lives in, and the governments that insinuated themselves into their 
lives. Resisting and suspecting authority was one way to resolve this paradox, 
and it meshed with the era’s individualism. In the words of Lynn Dumenil, 
big government represented people’s fears of both “lost community and per-
sonal autonomy.”4 World War I exacerbated this suspicion of authority. A 
soldier in John Dos Passos’s novel Three Soldiers of 1919 remarks that “I 
wouldn’t mind the war if it wasn’t for the army.”5 Dos Passos dwells not so 
much on the carnage of the trenches as on the regimented, soul-destroying 
routine of army life outside of battle. Anti-government rhetoric grew in the 
1920s as resentment of taxation, bureaucracy, prohibition, and other forms 
of regulation grew. Popular culture celebrated business leaders as rugged and 
successful individualists.

The growing predictability and regulation of life, together with women’s 
expanding role, the apparent closing of the Western frontier, and increased 
prosperity and comfort, created what some historians have referred to as 
a “crisis in masculinity.” Well-to-do and then middle-class men turned to 
adventure to reinvigorate their manhood: warfare; violent sports such as 
boxing and football; and camping and other forms of outdoor recreation. 
Teddy Roosevelt transformed himself from a slightly built rich boy with a 
high-pitched voice to a “rough rider” who embraced and advocated a return 
to a “strenuous life” of frontier living, warfare, and hunting. Shortly before 
his death, the man who had been one of the most distinguished political 
leaders in the nation’s history recalled that the day on which he had killed a 
Spanish officer, “was the great day of my life.”6

It is no coincidence that the Western, as a literary genre, appeared at the 
same time that men believed the real West to be slipping away. Owen Wister, 
a friend of Roosevelt’s, inaugurated the new literary form with The Virginian, 
in 1902. The son of a mother whose attentions he found suffocating, Wister 
created a protagonist who was in many respects the opposite number of 
the heroines who peopled Victorian novels. They talked and prayed. The 
Virginian acted and killed. They posited a world in which self-restraint and 
virtue triumphed. The Virginian knew that life was brutal and that nothing 
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counted but the courage of a solitary, brave man. Westerns, in the words of 
Jane Tompkins, “stage a moment in the psychosocial development of the 
male that requires that he demonstrate his independence from and superior-
ity to women, specifically to his mother.”7 This mentality spilled over into 
other genres, including male adventure writing, more generally, and into 
much of the higher literature of the period. Ernest Hemingway’s mother had 
castigated him in 1920 for being “lazy and pleasure-seeking,” and “neglect-
ing your duties to God and your Saviour Jesus Christ.” She signed the letter: 
“Your still hoping and always praying mother.”8 Hemingway, like his less 
gifted counterparts, used his life and his fiction to assert a more existential 
and manly vision. The culture of the nineteenth century had been feminine. 
In the twentieth it would be masculine.

The rhetorical embrace of primitive masculinity seldom interfered with 
the work of modern consumption. Advertising doubled in just two years 
after World War I, and it associated products with intangible qualities: sta-
tus, power, and, especially, sex. Vanity Fair’s editor observed that his mag-
azine’s advertisements offered women “happy dreams and illusions,” that 
its pages were “magic carpets on which they ride out to love,” prompting 
ordinary women to “see themselves daily as femmes fatales, as Cleopatra, as 
Helen of Troy.”9 This emphasis on expression through consumption fit the 
requirements and products of the new economy. If owning an automobile, 
for example, was simply a matter of efficient transportation, a single, reli-
able, reasonably priced car built to last for many years would suffice. But if 
style, appearance, and novelty counted, one must spend money more liber-
ally and frequently. Advertisers worked to create itches that had to be repeat-
edly scratched, desires that needed to be satisfied time after time.

Bankers obliged by encouraging borrowing over thrift. At the onset 
of the 1920s, most people paid for their new automobiles in cash. But by 
the decade’s close, most bought on credit—and added furniture, washing 
machines, and phonographs to the products commonly bought “on time.” 
Buying goods with money one did not have constituted a fundamental shift 
in how people looked at the world. Zelda Sayre, daughter of a Southern 
judge and future wife of F. Scott Fitzgerald, chose these lines for her high 
school yearbook:

Why should all life be work, when we all can borrow.
Let’s only think of today, and not worry about tomorrow.10

The bankers and the flappers were singing from the same hymnal. “The 
greatest single engine in the destruction of the Protestant ethic,” observes 
Daniel Bell in his aptly titled Cultural Contradictions of Capitalism, “was 
the invention of the installment plan.”11

Business’s emphasis on quick gratification meshed with the era’s products 
and priorities. Phonographs and radios appeared early in the twentieth cen-
tury. They spread a new music, jazz, which embodied a joyful embrace of 
life in general and of sex in particular. Lurid paperback novels and  popular 
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magazines also proliferated. “Live Stories is interested in what we call ‘sex 
adventure’ stories,” explained an editor. A competitor, Telling Tales, fea-
tured stories with such titles as “Indolent Kisses,” “Primitive Love,” and 
“Innocents Astray.”12 Movies were a particularly potent vehicle for spread-
ing the ethos of romance and consumption. The Lynds found that ticket 
sales in Muncie were fully four and one-half times the city’s population 
in December 1923. In November, a slightly slower month, a third of the 
city’s high school students attended the movies at least twice a week. What 
they saw and learned at the movies clashed with Victorian norms. In “Why 
Change Your Wife,” the male protagonist leaves his marriage with a dull 
young woman who castigates “physical music” and recoils at the reveal-
ing negligee he buys her. “I want a sweetheart, not a judge,” he responds 
to her attempts to “improve” him. Morality is eventually served. But he 
returns to his wife only after she adopts modern clothing and music. “A 
man would rather have his wife for his sweetheart than any other woman,” 
the film concludes, “but ladies: if you would be your husband’s sweetheart, 
you simply must learn when to forget you’re his wife.” Leading movie mak-
ers of the late 1910s and the 1920s filled the screen with sumptuous homes, 
clothes, and other consumer goods. The leading men and women of the 
silver screen fought for the freedom to pursue marriages blessed by fun, 
intimacy, and wealth. “Advertising and movies, the emerging and increas-
ingly powerful cultural industries of the period,” notes Eva Illouz, “devel-
oped and advanced a vision of love as a utopia wherein marriage should be 
eternally exciting and romantic and could be if the couple participated in 
the realm of leisure.”13

An ethos of pleasure and authenticity shouldered aside old-fashioned 
values such as responsibility. “In place of principles I would give us all a 
magnificent and flaming audacity,” remarked psychologist Lorine Pruette.14 
Nineteenth-century feminists had sought to control fertility by containing 
men’s sex drives. Margaret Sanger, by way of contrast, championed birth 
control as a way to decouple sex from procreation so that sexual pleasure for 
women could become an “energy enhancing their lives and increasing self-
expression and self-development.”15 The adulterous protagonist in Sherwood 
Anderson’s Many Marriages expressed the fear of “at last facing death and 
the end of life without having lived at all.”16 Freud—or, more accurately, 
popular interpretations of Freud—contributed a great deal to this preoc-
cupation with the self. Hence a fourteen-year-old girl confided to her diary 
that she was “too self-conscious” and was burdened by “a foul inferiority 
complex.”17 Respectable Victorians had asserted that the natural self must 
be disciplined by a higher, godly morality. But with Christianity in disrepute 
and the self being celebrated, more and more educated people embraced 
instincts and desire as natural and healthy impulses. The middle-class of the 
nineteenth century had understood heterosexual love, as Illouz puts it, as “a 
means to the ends of self-knowledge and spiritual edification.” Early in the 
twentieth century, romantic love instead became bound up in “personal hap-
piness and the affirmation of self,” states of mind associated more with the 
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early stages of courtship than with marriage. “Now it was sexuality, rather 
than domesticity, that united and uplifted a couple.”18 Good sex came to 
symbolize the transcendent, a person’s best shot at authenticity.

Authenticity required individuality. “Personality is the quality of being 
Somebody,” advised the self-improvement guides that multiplied early in 
the twentieth century. As Warren Susman puts it, “Every American was to 
become a performing self.”19 Americans had plenty of models to draw from 
in this work. F. Scott and Zelda Fitzgerald were literary celebrities, Babe 
Ruth and Jack Dempsey sports celebrities, people famous not simply for 
their accomplishments, but for their style and elán. But no one topped the 
Hollywood celebrities, young women and men who appeared on thousands 
of screens and elicited thousands of lines of type in magazines and newspa-
pers and millions of imitative fans. “I am a girl twelve years of age,” wrote 
Martha Meadows of Montgomery, Alabama, to actress Clara Bow. “I am just 
wild about you. Your mouth, your eyes, and your hair. This craze for blondes 
never would last I knew.”20

Many opposed the new morality. Traditionalists contrasted “the so called 
search for happiness” with “the old time search for character” and asserted 
that the “clamor for happiness” revealed “a childish dissatisfaction with life 
as it is.”21 F. Scott Fitzgerald, certainly no friend of the old order, wor-
ried that the new generation was “shallow, cynical, impatient, turbulent, 
and empty.”22 Consider this plaint from The Great Gatsby: “ ‘What’ll we do 
with ourselves this afternoon,’ cried Daisy, ‘and the day after that, and the 
next thirty years?’ ”23 Fitzgerald—the decade’s icon, the man who invented 
the flapper—became ambivalent over the culture he had done so much to 
create: “the world romantically arrested, suspended in wonder and love, and 
the world in motion, filled with rootless, grotesque images of dislocation, 
fragments without order, a waste land.”24 Fitzgerald’s reservations eluded 
most of the self-styled “flappers” and “sheiks” who sought to emulate his 
apparently carefree life. But other intellectuals of the decade shared them.

The new morality and culture were much more androgynous than 
their Victorian antecedents had been. Among the intelligentsia, the spread 
of Darwinism and Freudian theory served to break down long-standing 
assumptions about binary, “natural” gender roles. The worlds of women and 
men merged at work, at college, and at play. The quintessential “flapper” had 
a boyish, sticklike figure and bobbed, boyish hair and was much more apt to 
join the guys in drinking, smoking, and necking than her grandmothers had 
been. Virginia Gildersleeve, Dean of Barnard, charged her women students 
of the 1920s with “blasé indifference, self-indulgence, and irresponsibility.”25 
Nineteenth-century women had sought independence as a mode of social 
redemption, a conduit for “doing good.” The new woman saw independence 
as an end rather than as a means, and she paired it with comfort and material 
goods. “Today’s woman gets what she wants,” noted an observer. “The vote. 
Slim sheaths of silk to replace voluminous petticoats. Glassware in sapphire 
blue or glowing amber. The right to a career. Soap to match her bathroom’s 
color scheme.”26



THE F IRST MODERN FAMILY 89

Less well-to-do women also embraced independence. Single women were 
more and more likely to live independently in cities—and liked it that way. 
They turned up their noses at the highly regulated group homes offered by 
well-to-do reformers and instead shared apartments with one another, where 
they could come and go when and where they pleased. Those destinations 
were often dance halls, nickelodeons, or movie theaters, places where young 
women and men could socialize freely. “We’re human, all of us girls, and 
we’re young,” explained one.27

Yet women still labored under a double standard. Teenaged Beth Twiggard 
of Ossining, New York, confided to her diary: “I love dates and boys and 
whoopee, road houses, smoke and jazz.” She enjoyed listing the names of 
the boys whom she had dated. “Methinks Beth has been flirting! Well, we 
girls do want our fun!” But she became despondent upon learning that boys 
considered her too easy: “I am hurt, battered, wholly crushed.”28

Male and female was just one of many dyads that became fuzzy without dis-
appearing early in the twentieth century. The boundaries between urban and 
rural, North and South, East and West, middle class and working class, white 
and black, immigrant and native born also blurred. Automobiles made it pos-
sible for a much larger proportion of rural children to attend high school. They 
also enabled them to move their courtship From Front Porch to Back Seat, as the 
title of Beth Bailey’s fine book puts it.29 Automobiles brought farm people to 
town to watch movies, and radios, phonographs, and cheap paperbacks brought 
urban culture to the farm. Rural people listened to the same music, read the 
same stories, and watched the same movies as did their big-city counterparts.

Modern culture also reduced the cultural gap between black and white. 
Indeed, in some, albeit largely symbolic respects, white youth aspired to imi-
tate the “Negro.” Jazz, the era’s theme music, was created largely by African 
Americans, and more and more whites crossed a symbolic or literal color line 
to listen to black musicians such as Joseph “King” Oliver, Louis Armstrong, 
Bessie Smith, and Duke Ellington on phonographs, the radio, or in venues 
such as the Cotton Club, one of several Harlem night clubs that catered to 
whites’ newfound love for “jungle music.” These people were attracted to 
African American music and dance for many of the same reasons that they were 
drawn to boxing, sex, and alcohol: it struck them as sensual, exotic, and primi-
tive, as—in a word—authentic. Harlem represented a rejection of “sterility,” an 
embrace of “pure sensation untouched by self-consciousness and doubt.”30

Black communities divided over the new morality that whites associ-
ated with them. Educated African Americans had long embraced an ethos 
of respectability and self-restraint. Their poorer, more numerous counter-
parts, surmising that respectability was not likely to get them anywhere, often 
expressed admiration for the amoral, “bad nigger” of folklore who was simply 
too tough and mean to be taken advantage of.31 World War I touched off the 
first large-scale migration of blacks from the South to the North, a migra-
tion that brought both opportunities and challenges. Women who went to 
Northern cities tended to be younger and better educated than their coun-
terparts who remained in the South, and once in the North they continued 
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to work outside the home at high rates. Black churches, fraternal organiza-
tions, and other forms of community life grew quickly in New York, Chicago, 
Detroit, and other Northern cities and emphasized racial uplift through the 
Victorian virtues of hard work and self-restraint. Acutely aware of the racial 
stigma that all people of African descent labored under, black leaders in the 
North and in the South criticized the boisterous “street culture” of less edu-
cated African Americans. “Don’t stick your head out of the window at every 
station” or “talk so loud to your friends who may be on the platform that a 
person a block away may hear you” counseled “The Traveler’s Friend,” a pam-
phlet created by the Woman’s Convention of National Baptist Convention.32

But young, urban blacks often listened to other voices. The intellectuals 
of the Harlem Renaissance ostentatiously rejected the Victorian respectabil-
ity of their elders and sought in jazz, poetry, or unconventional life experi-
ences the same authenticity so eagerly sought by their white counterparts. 
Langston Hughes went to sea at age twenty-one hankering not for a liveli-
hood but because on the ocean “I felt that nothing would ever happen to 
me again that I didn’t want to happen.” Hughes and his peers embraced 
the “primitive,” African past that their elder counterparts were much less 
comfortable with. “We younger Negro artists,” he pronounced, “intend to 
express our dark-skinned selves without fear or shame.”33 Other young, edu-
cated blacks also expressed a desire for freedom. Students went on strike at 
thirteen or more black colleges from 1914 to 1929 in an attempt to win more 
power and autonomy. Others simply had a lot of fun. W. E. B. DuBois, part 
of the earnest old guard, lamented a “growing mass of stupidity and indiffer-
ence” in his 1930 commencement speech at Howard University.34

Poorer African Americans reacted in complex ways to the emerging 
consumer culture of the urban North. The United Negro Improvement 
Association, headed by Marcus Garvey, arose among the growing black 
working class and stressed black self-help and nationalism rather than inte-
gration into white society. Their emphasis on discipline and rectitude put 
them at odds with the cultural norms of the time. But they favored flam-
boyant uniforms and “garish displays.”35 Likewise, Spiritualist, Sanctified, 
and other charismatic, store-front preachers both warned their congregants 
about sin and claimed that they could help them choose the right numbers 
in the widespread “policy” or numbers games. Many young migrants paid 
no heed to improvers of any stripe and simply sought the widely available 
pleasures of drinking, gambling, and other public entertainments.

Growing opportunities mingled with continued racism and poverty to 
increase generational tensions within black families. Many parents remained 
authoritarian. The father of a Georgia adolescent “got a switch and whipped 
me” upon learning that his daughter had not been able to escape a boy who 
had chased her. He then “told that boy if he ever seen him near me again, 
he’d beat him to death.”36 But such rigidity could breed a deep sense of 
resentment and alienation among children attuned to other voices. Richard 
Wright and his brother had to live in an orphanage for a time and later with 
a variety of relatives. They were still dogged by poverty and racism and, in 
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Wright’s opinion, superstition and ignorance. “When I brooded upon the 
cultural barrenness of black life, I wondered if clean, positive tenderness, 
love, honor, loyalty, and the capacity to remember were native with man,” 
he later observed.37 Scholars have established that Wright exaggerated— 
difficult as that was to do—the disadvantages of his childhood. But he did so 
to make a larger literary and historical truth, namely that racism and poverty, 
like slavery, twisted and distorted the lives of black individuals and families. 
In Native Son, published in 1940, Wright would establish a new genre of 
black realism, fiction devoted not to racial uplift but to dissecting how the 
dehumanization of Bigger Thomas made his murder of two innocent women 
“as instinctive and inevitable as breathing or blinking.”38

Robert Maupin Beck, the future pimp and novelist who would become 
famous as “Iceberg Slim,” was born a decade later than Wright, in 1918, and 
his childhood was even more harrowing. His biological father threw him 
against the wall and deserted his mother after she refused to give six-month-
old Robert away. Robert also had cause to resent his mother, for she left a 
doting stepfather whom Robert adored for a man who threatened “to beat 
your mother-fucking ass” and smashed his kitten’s skull before his eyes.39 
Robert eventually understood “that the most hellish aspect of America’s rac-
ism is that for generations it has warped and twisted legions of innately good 
black men, causing the vital vine of black family stability and strength to be 
poisoned, hacked down by the pity, fear and hatred of black children.” He 
also observed that “the most efficient and brutal pimps I have known had 
mothers who were drunkards, dope fiends, or whores,” and that some of 
“the cruelest pimps that come to mind were abandoned as infants.”40

Racism distorted black families in subtle ways. Clarence Norris, born in 
1912, grew up in rural Georgia and by the age of ten did the work of a man 
“or my daddy would whup me good.” But he did not hate his father until a 
white man told his father that Robert and his brother had set a fire that had 
destroyed his beehives. “Daddy stripped us buck naked in front of this man 
and beat us like we was mules. I could never love him after that, not from that 
day to this.”41 Likewise, Martin Luther King, Sr., also the son of a Georgia 
sharecropper, incited his father’s wrath by publicly disagreeing with the white 
landowner his father rented from, an act that got the King family kicked out 
of their home and earned Martin a blow from his father that nearly knocked 
him off their wagon. “I told you, damn it! I told you to keep ya mouth shut,” 
his father exclaimed.42 White racism bred black domestic violence, for black 
fathers were compelled to beat boys who wronged or contradicted white men, 
violence that debased fathers and sons alike. Poverty compounded these cru-
elties. Losing the farm caused Martin’s father to drink still more heavily, and 
Martin’s pursuit of an education took him further from his father’s orbit and 
represented an indictment of that man’s life.

Most poor black families survived—and many flourished. Their marriages 
were often contentious. “When the men go hunting the women go fish-
ing,” explained one woman. At the same time, “there is a very real love for 
children and a great joy in having them about,” and many poor mothers, 
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especially, sacrificed a great deal for their children’s educations.43 As before, 
flexible forms of kinship filled in the gaps of missing biological parents. 
Acute family fragmentation lay well in the future.

Mexicano or Chicano families also struggled to balance traditional strate-
gies of survival with new opportunities and dangers. Thousands of newcom-
ers from rural Mexico sought a better life in the Southwest from the 1890s 
onward. The number of people of Mexican descent increased nearly tenfold 
in Texas between 1900 and 1930. Initially drawn by jobs in railroad con-
struction and maintenance, mining, or agriculture, the Chicano population 
soon became more urban and family oriented. The census counted 30,000 
in 1920 Los Angeles and nearly 100,000 in 1930.44 Roughly one-half of 
Mexican-born women in that city worked outside the home. The great 
majority knew English. The great majority of urban Chicanos remained poor 
and mobile, but by the 1920s, a growing minority was approaching the low-
est rungs of middle-class status.

Young Mexican immigrants had many opportunities to soak up main-
stream culture—whether their parents liked it or not. A Mexican immigrant 
noted that although she appreciated the freedom in Southern California 
to go where she pleased without supervision, “liberty” had been “conta-
gious” for her daughters. Young Chicanas shopped, danced, went to movies, 
bobbed their hair, wore makeup, and of course dated—often away from the 
supervision of their parents. An eighteen-year-old lamented that her father 
“began to watch me” two years ago “and would not let me go anywhere or 
have my friends come home. He was born in old Mexico but he has been 
here long enough to know how people do things.” A mother regretted that 
“my Juanita wants [to dance] because the others do . . . I know the things 
I was taught as a girl and right and wrong cannot change.”45 “This ter-
rible freedom in the United States” made it difficult to keep girls out of 
trouble, lamented one woman.46 “Whose life is it anyway?” their daughters 
often countered.47 Indeed, young women often won such battles. One-third 
of Los Angeles-area women immigrants from Mexico married Anglos, and 
many were pregnant when they did so.

Racial distinctions hardly disappeared early in the twentieth century. 
Lynching continued in the South, and blacks in Chicago and Chicanos in 
Los Angeles faced discrimination in housing, employment, and education. 
Korean-American Mary Paik Lee recalled that during her first day in school 
at Riverside, California, early in the twentieth century, a group of girls sur-
rounded the Koreans and danced in a circle, singing this song:

Ching Chong, Chinaman,
Sitting on a wall.
Along came a white man,
And chopped his head off.

Each of the girls then “came over to me and hit me in the neck.”48 But con-
tinued discrimination did not preclude interethnic social and particularly 
cultural mingling.
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Ethnic distinctions among recent European immigrants softened, par-
ticularly in urban areas. A survey taken in Greenwich Village in the 1930s 
found that 70 percent of Italian Americans who were over the age of thirty-
five disagreed that marriage should be arranged by parents as compared with 
99 percent of those who were below the age of thirty-five. The older group 
was much more likely to agree that large families were a blessing.49

White working-class youth, like African Americans, did much to pioneer 
new cultural forms. Young working men and women had for the past cen-
tury embraced the freedom of the street and other public spaces as their real 
wages and workplace autonomy declined. The early twentieth-century com-
bination of rising incomes and shorter working hours provided more money 
and time for leisure. Kathy Peiss describes how young, working-class women 
carefully balanced their desires and reputations in trading a spectrum of 
sexual favors for various presents. These “charity girls” were not prostitutes; 
they simply aspired to be attractive enough to enjoy nights out on the town 
without having to pay for their meals or entertainment.50

The status of children had risen by the 1920s. Children from comfort-
able homes enjoyed more toys and more time in which to enjoy them. Child 
psychology became a well-established field, and a much greater proportion 
of the populace believed that childhood represented an extremely important, 
even sacrosanct, stage of human development, replete with its own culture 
and requirements. “I have to be a pal and listen to my children’s ideas,” 
explained a Muncie, Indiana, mother. Others stressed how devoted they had 
become to their children. “I accommodate my entire life to my little girl,” 
remarked a middle-class mother. Such parents were often more tentative, 
less sure of themselves than their mothers had been. “In those days one 
did not realize that there was so much to be known about the care of chil-
dren,” explained one, adding, “I am afraid of making mistakes and usually 
do not know where to go for advice.”51 Patriarchy continued its long decline. 
“We are a gang,” proclaimed one father. “And I don’t insist on being the 
leader of the gang more than my share of the time . . . ”52 Prosperity and the 
expansion of high school and college served to prolong childhood—and to 
establish adolescence as a distinct and increasingly independent stage in life. 
In Muncie, the great majority of high-school students went to the movies 
without their parents, and about half were away from home on more eve-
nings than not. Teenagers were the most skilled manipulators and consum-
ers of new technologies and products: automobiles, music, film, and other 
elements of popular culture. A pious working-class mother who had helped 
her son buy his Ford lamented, “Now he wants a Studebaker so he can go 
seventy-five miles an hour.” “He don’t pay any attention to mom and pop,” 
she added.53

Family life became more focused on emotional satisfaction as its eco-
nomic functions receded. Fathers, especially, played more with their chil-
dren. Spouses and lovers referred to each other in highly familiar, jocular 
terms: “dearest Daddy”; “sweet Daddie”; “Sis”; “papa”; “kiddo”; “sweet-
heart mine”; Billie Boy mine”; and “dear little baby.” Husbands and wives 
expected, and often received, more love and consideration from each other. 
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A husband recounted his devotion to his wife not by establishing his success 
as a breadwinner, as his grandfather would have done, but by recalling that 
“I give you coffe on the bed every morning and I kissed good buy when I 
whent to work.”54 Some blue-collar men became less domineering, more 
willing to view their marriages as an economic partnership. The husband of a 
wife who worked with him in an East St. Louis meatpacking plant observed 
that “the couple have a comfortable home & have gotten ahead some because 
his wife was willing to help when she could.” The same respect could trans-
late to a wife who did not work outside the home. A San Francisco streetcar 
worker noted that if his wife “was not such a good mother, cook, seamstress, 
doctor, barber, and laundress, we could never make ends meet.”55

But if the number of highly satisfying, reciprocal marriages went up, 
so did the number of those characterized by friction and dissatisfaction. 
Exhibit A was a rising divorce rate, as husbands and wives alike brought 
higher expectations to marriage. Women’s increasing, if still modest, capac-
ity for economic independence had something to do with this. “If a woman 
has ever worked at all she is much more likely to seek a divorce,” observed 
an attorney. “It’s the timid ones that have never worked who grin and bear 
marriage.”56 The modern woman expected much more than support from 
her husband. Complained one, “I never have any good time since I married.” 
Husbands also craved romance. One, who was in love with another woman, 
echoed the Hollywood view of romance by telling his wife that she should 
be “more of a sweet heart & less of a mother,” for “if a man hasn’t a sweet 
heart at home he’ll have one some place else.” Marriage was supposed to be 
fun, and if it was not, more and more men and women felt that they had a 
sort of moral obligation to themselves to move on. Hence a woman married 
to one minister, but in love with another, described the latter as “my own 
Godgiven husband” whom she must “meet to part no more . . . on this earth. 
God must let us live and work together. Yes he must.”57

Other women worried that they would never meet their soul mate and 
that courtship and marriage seemed to be a pale and insufficient approxima-
tion of the enraptured sheikhs and flappers who populated the silver screen. 
“All the most blissfully peaceful and restful moments of a woman’s life are 
those in the arms of him who loves her,” wrote a young woman. When 
no such man materialized, she began a correspondence with an imaginary 
lover, a man she feared was “only a ‘phantom of Dreams.’ ” She settled for a 
hard-working man she respected, though just weeks before the wedding she 
lamented that “I never ‘fell in love.’ ”58

The hothouse nature of heterosexual society often harmed women. The 
rich, same-sex intimacy—sexual and otherwise—that had characterized so 
much of middle-class life in the nineteenth century faded early in the twen-
tieth century, as young women spent more and more time in the company of 
young men. Even avant-garde men who championed androgynous, egalitar-
ian partnerships ended up replicating male privilege. Many husbands simply 
embraced the cultural norm of freedom and dropped their sense of responsi-
bility. A St. Louis man was content to let his wife work full-time in a garment 
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factory and to keep house so that he could just “look nice all the time.”59 
Men’s ambivalence toward women seemed to increase as the emotional dis-
tance between them receded. Abusive husbands of the 1920s and 1930s 
were much more likely than their nineteenth-century counterparts to attack 
their wives’ sexuality. Others expressed ambivalence over the home itself. A 
poor woman in northern California recounted how she had managed to get 
a tree and “a few things together” one Christmas. Her husband came home 
late and drunk, and “upon entering the house and seeing the little tree, all 
fixed up, he became so angry that he took the tree and tore it to pieces, took 
all the little gifts and presents off of the tree and mutilated and destroyed 
them.” “Not being satisfied with this,” and while “cursing and defaming” 
his wife, he deposited the table cloths, bed coverings, cooking utensils, and 
“all the food there was in the house,” on the kitchen floor and then dumped 
soot over them. This man’s contempt for everything that marriage and fam-
ily stood for could hardly have been more complete or palpable. Yet such men 
could also seem to be abjectly dependent. One man who had struck his wife 
assured her that “with a little encouragement, I’d be the sweetest thing in 
the world to you cause to me you’re the most perfect, sweetest, most beauti-
ful little thing Ive ever known.” His next letter began, “Dam your soul.”60

Violence against wives evidently became more frequent and extreme even 
as homicides and other forms of violence outside the family became rarer. 
Women who confronted such violence had more support than before from 
police officers and judges. “No man has a legal or moral right to bruise 
or beat his wife, or compel obedience by physical strength or domineering 
force,” asserted the Oregon Supreme Court in 1921.61 Women, for their 
part, more readily left, resisted, or talked back to abusive husbands. When 
her husband persisted in calling her, her mother, and her grandmother 
prostitutes, a divorce-seeking wife recounted to the judge: “Well, I didn’t 
take that, and I said, ‘Well, you’re a pimp.’ ” Her husband then slapped her, 
though not with the results he had hoped for: “It isn’t in my disposition to 
give in,” she explained.62 But the dangers faced by such women were in fact 
increasing. Neighbors and family members had become more reluctant to 
intervene even in violent marriages as the home became more private and 
marriage more intimate. Roger Lane has established that the percentage of 
homicides involving family members rose early in the twentieth century even 
as the overall homicide rate continued to decline. After all, “the underside of 
love and affection is possessiveness, jealousy, and tension.”63

Likewise, violence against children in the home evidently became more 
extreme even as children became more prized. Spouses described themselves 
as inflicting extreme, often gratuitous forms of violence on their children, 
a prime example of such behaviour being the husband who shook his five-
day-old baby hard after declaring that “he wasn’t going to have that brat 
squalling any more.”64 Violence might erupt over children’s rising desire for 
independence, but some of it also arose from the higher emotional pitch of 
family life. Nineteenth-century husbands and parents had ordinarily struck 
wives and children, respectively, in a considered, deliberate fashion, to punish 
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or to coerce particular behaviors. In families of the 1920s, violence erupted 
less predictably and more readily.

*  *  *

Clara Bow grew up under extraordinarily violent and trying circumstances. Born 
in 1905 to an impoverished and quarrelsome couple in New York City, one of 
her earliest memories was of her doting grandfather having an epileptic fit while 
pushing her on a swing. He died a day later. Her best friend, a young boy from 
the neighborhood, died in her arms from burns. Her feckless father beat and 
sexually abused her. When Clara began to shine as an actress, her mentally ill 
mother said Clara was “goin’ straighta hell” and threatened to kill her.65

The movies had always offered Clara an escape from her tragic childhood. 
They soon offered an avenue to fame. She impressed directors with her beauty, 
earnestness, and capacity to express a wide range of emotions—a crucial talent 
in the era of silent pictures. “It was easy for me t’cry,” she recalled. “All I hadda 
do was think of home.” Selected as the “It” girl for the movie of the same 
title, she became the biggest name in Hollywood in the late 1920s by playing 
uninhibited, fun-loving young women who got their men. Fitzgerald himself 
dubbed her “the quintessence of what the term ‘flapper’ signifies.”66

But Bow pushed her independence too far. She ran up gambling debts and 
went through a series of public and often messy romances. “If you can’t be 
good, be careful,” advised one movie magazine. Gary Cooper wooed her, 
but she was put off by his reticence: “The biggest cock in Hollywood an’ no 
ass t’push it with,” she liked to say.67 Sexual scandal and anxiety over acting 
in the talkies prompted a retreat to a more private life in the 1930s. But nei-
ther marriage nor motherhood suited Bow, who attempted suicide and was 
eventually diagnosed as schizophrenic.

Bow both represented and outran her times. The emergence of Hollywood 
gave her a dream and a venue in which she could redeem her tragic child-
hood, as her expressive face exuded a sort of magnetic authenticity that mil-
lions of movie goers found irresistible. But even the “It” girl was supposed 
to contain her desires, to find sexual and personal fulfillment in marriage on 
and off the screen.

Judged by the standards of the late twentieth or early twenty-first centu-
ries, the “flaming youth” of the 1920s seem tame. Most youngsters got mar-
ried and stayed married. Researchers of Carolina mill towns of this period 
concluded that its residents were characterized by “a broad network of obli-
gation, responsibility, and concern”—the temptations of salacious movies 
and popular music notwithstanding.68

But the culture of obligation was clearly under siege by a spreading ethos of 
self-fulfillment and pleasure. Three decades of depression, war, and readjust-
ment would slow the permissive turn. But the cult of happiness that emerged 
from the 1920s set the template for modern life and would persist beneath the 
surface of more sober eras, reasserting itself with a vengeance after they had 
passed.



Chapter 7

The Family in Crisis and After

The roaring twenties ended with a thud late in 1929—with a dramatic 
stock-market crash followed by a deep and durable depression. Its full-throt-
tled embrace of pleasure and freedom would not fully resurface for another 
three decades. But neither did it disappear.

Three distinct eras appeared between 1929 and the early 1960s: the Great 
Depression of the 1930s; World War II; and “the fifties,” a sort of short-hand 
term for a period of consensus and traditionalism that lasted from the end 
of World War II to some point in the early to mid-1960s. The Depression 
and the war at the very least slowed the movement toward individualism that 
had gathered so much momentum by the 1920s, and the memory of hard-
ship and privation would very much color life after the war. Yet a commit-
ment to leisure, women’s increased employment, and the growing role of the 
state persisted, and by the 1950s, many elements of the 1920s had returned: 
political conservatism, the pursuit of pleasure, and a growing sense of per-
missiveness. The three decades that separate the “roaring twenties” from the 
tumultuous sixties illustrate that economic and political crises could only 
temporarily and partially retard the forces of expressive individualism that 
had so brashly emerged earlier in the century.

*  *  *

The Great Depression hit families hard and for a long time. One out of five 
banks failed, and millions of families lost their life savings. Many also lost 
their homes or farms. Farm income in 1932 stood at one-third of what it 
had been in 1929. The average family’s income declined 40 percent from 
1929 to 1933, to $1,500. The unemployment rate, which had stood at just 
3.2 percent in 1929, skyrocketed to 23.6 percent in 1932. Men often took 
the Depression personally; it undercut the essential element of being a good 
husband and a good father. In the Dakotas, where businessmen and success-
ful farmers had long asserted that only lazy men failed, many lost their liveli-
hoods and their land, and young men left in droves. “Sometimes I feel like a 
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murderer,” said a New York man who had gone without a steady job for two 
years. “What’s wrong with me, that I can’t protect my children?”1 A Chicago 
investigator reported that some men were so humiliated at being unemployed 
that they put on their work clothes and stayed away from home all day. “The 
Polish family is based on authority, not on love,” noted a priest. “The pres-
tige of the former wage earner is lowered by asking working children or 
women for spending money—for beer, for cigarettes, for carfare.”2 Of course 
not all unemployed men had the luxury of asking their children and wives for 
money. Many watched them go hungry. New York City recorded 110 deaths 
by starvation in 1934, and more children than not were malnourished in the 
poorest parts of the country. In Harlan County, Kentucky, people lived “on 
dandelions and blackberries,” and hungry children reportedly chewed on 
their hands to keep hunger at bay.3 “Momma wouldn’t eat, but watched us 
eat,” recalled a Southern daughter.4 Programs such as the Worker’s Progress 
Administration offered employment, but the wages were low, and some men 
simply could not bring themselves to do the work. Decades later, my aunt 
Helen Nelson recalled the sense of hopelessness that she felt when her hus-
band arrived home after his first day on a public-works project to announce 
that he had quit. The foreman had told him to slow down to make sure that 
the job would last, and he was not about to work for an outfit that told a 
man to slack off.

Many families fragmented under such pressures. Marriage declined by 
22 percent early in the Depression. The rate of divorce declined during the 
Depression because families could not afford them; the rate of separations 
increased. Not a few of the men riding the rails or inhabiting hobo camps 
were husbands and fathers, men who could not stand the shame of living 
with a family that they could not support. The fertility rate declined from 
2.45 to 2.0. Many families resorted to sending their children to orphanages 
or other institutions for what they hoped would be temporary stays. The 
number of children living in such places increased by 50 percent during the 
Depression’s first two years.5

This sort of desperation blunted criticism of government’s growing role 
in families. The Depression discredited both big business and laissez-faire 
economics. President Franklin D. Roosevelt won a great deal of popu-
larity for arguing that government should help ordinary people come to 
terms with joblessness and other aspects of economic hardship. In reality, 
however, much of his program actually benefited wealthier people. The 
Agricultural Adjust Act, for example, paid generous amounts of federal 
money to big farmers to keep their land out of production, a decision that 
drove thousands of tenant farmers from their homes and livelihoods. But 
the New Deal’s relief programs, particularly its work-relief programs, were 
very, very popular. The federal government also undertook an ambitious 
national retirement program (social security), a rural-electrification pro-
gram, a federal home mortgage insurance that enabled many thousands 
of families to keep or secure a house, and unemployment and disability 
insurance. The number of clinics dispensing advice regarding birth  control 
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increased more than twenty-five-fold during the 1930s.6 Conservatives 
such as Herbert Hoover worried that the arrival of the welfare state would 
kill American individualism and initiative, that it would ultimately harm 
people’s capacity to help themselves and one another. But large Democratic 
pluralities throughout the 1930s revealed that his was a minority voice.

Government programs that would outlive the Depression were assuming 
more of the work that family and kin had once performed. In the short term, 
though, the Depression prompted more reliance on family and kin. Those ren-
dered homeless often moved in with relatives. In Bell Gardens, a Los Angeles 
suburb, 15 percent of families provided homes for kin or for others. Working 
wives commonly sent part of their earnings to relatives who did not live with 
them. Housework again became more productive and less consumptive. As 
income declined or disappeared, women who had once purchased ready-
made clothes now made dresses out of flour sacks; those who had purchased 
canned goods now preserved fruits, vegetables, and meat. Women’s access to 
high-paying, professional jobs and to school teaching suffered a severe blow, 
as public opinion and often the law turned against married women work-
ing when men were unemployed. In 1939, nearly nine out of ten men—and 
most women—agreed that “women should not hold a job after marriage.”7 
Yet the proportion of women—including wives and mothers—who worked 
outside the home grew substantially during the Depression. Women and 
children made money by cleaning, laundering, and doing other jobs that few 
men were willing to work at, income that was crucial to family survival when 
so many husbands had been idled. In sum, women’s employment became 
more important to families than ever before, even as women had more dif-
ficulty getting or holding jobs that men were interested in. Women’s lives 
focused more on the family and less on individual achievement. A national 
survey of well-educated families found that women were more apt in 1933 
than in 1927 to say that marriage entailed sacrifice, and they expressed a 
high degree of satisfaction with family life.8

Children contributed more to household incomes than they had in the 
1920s. In Oakland, one-half of teenage boys and one-quarter of teenage 
girls worked part-time. A Cleveland study found that just 3 percent of work-
ing sons and 2 percent of working daughters did not contribute money for 
family expenses and that children helped with housework more than they 
had done in the 1920s.9

The Depression compounded the difficulties faced by African Americans. 
They received less government support than did their white counterparts 
and faced greater unemployment. A Georgia resident reported to President 
Roosevelt that local relief officials “give us black folks, each one, nothing but 
a few cans of pickle meet and to white folks they give blankets, bolts of cloth 
and things like that.” He could not sign his name for fear that “they will beat 
me up and run me away from here and this is my home.”10 African Americans 
suffered much higher unemployment rates than whites and received much 
less relief. A great deal of suffering lay behind these stale facts. Ossie Guffy’s 
father, who had made a good living as a candy maker, died when she was 
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one, early in the Depression. Her mother then had to become a live-in maid 
and left Ossie and her sister with her parents—until Ossie’s sister burned to 
death because of her alcoholic grandfather’s neglect. Ossie’s enraged mother 
called her father “a murderer,” a charge that prompted her mother to pro-
test, “If you don’t know by now that a black woman can get a job when a 
black man can’t, you got a lot to learn. And natchully, he turns to the drink 
when he can’t get nothing to bring home to his family.”11 Maya Angelou’s 
childhood also blended tragedy with community. She bounced between the 
homes of her divorced parents and her grandparents, suffered rape by her 
mother’s boyfriend at age eight, and endured segregation and other forms 
of racism even as she lived in a series of communities in which many adults 
cared deeply about her.

The Depression was particularly hard on Mexican Americans. Between 
one-half and one-third left for Mexico. Anglo-American community 
leaders in the Southwest and government officials had long assumed or 
asserted that Latinos f lowed back and forth across the border as needed. 
With unemployment at unprecedented levels, they believed strongly that 
the “Mexicans” should “go home”—even if they were U.S. citizens with 
deep roots in what was now the United States. Officials forcibly rounded 
up some Mexicanos. They told many more to leave. Others went South 
hoping to find work in Mexico—and were confronted by a much stron-
ger border patrol if they then attempted to return to the United States. 
The decline of tenant farming and growing poverty drove many from their 
farms. White migrants from the Dust Bowl displaced Mexican-American 
agricultural laborers in California. Government officials routinely assumed 
that Latinos could not really be Americans, so New Deal programs com-
monly excluded them.

Mexican American families that were forced or prompted to return to 
Mexico often struggled there. Youth who had grown up in the United States 
confronted strict religious and cultural mores, particularly in rural Mexico. 
“Here the girls all dress alike, in black,” lamented one, and “when a girl is 
married, it’s all over.”12

But the Depression made the Mexicanos who stayed in the United States 
more family oriented, partly because repatriation bore most heavily on unat-
tached men from Mexico. Native-born Mexicans outnumbered Mexicanos 
born in the United States in 1930. By 1940, the latter were a large majority. 
Tradition and economic privation encouraged mutualism. Frances Esquibel 
Tywoniak, born in 1931 in rural New Mexico, later recalled: “Everyone took 
care of everyone else. . . . There always seemed to be a lot of people around, all 
family. . . . People loved each other.” Every morning she and her older sister 
greeted their grandmother the same way: “Good morning, grandmother. 
May I have your blessing?”13

The Great Depression ultimately had a conservative impact on the nation’s 
families, as it commonly prompted its members to depend on and care for 
each other more intensively. Mira Komarovsky’s study of native-born, urban 
families found that the Depression altered the husband’s status only about 
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one-quarter of the time. Wives commonly blamed a spouse’s unemployment 
on circumstances beyond his control. “This depression proves to me how 
courageous and devoted my husband is to the family,” remarked one. “He 
will go without food for the sake of the children.”14 Strong, well-organized 
families tended to work together to get through hard times and those with 
weaker structures—a relatively small minority—tended to fall apart. The 
Depression retarded the movement toward freedom and individuality.

Yet elements of the 1920s persisted. The nation remained, by many mea-
sures, prosperous. Studies conducted in 1918 and 1935 revealed that those 
living during the latter period had, on average, better diets and wider access 
to such modern conveniences as automobiles, electricity, indoor plumbing, 
telephones, and radios than did those who lived during the former period. 
People in the 1930s were much less likely to buy a new car than they were 
in the 1920s, but they drove more than ever before. Movies, radio, and 
recorded music remained popular. This was, after all, the era of the big 
band, of Bennie Goodman and jitterbugging. Esquire magazine appeared 
in the 1930s and legitimized, in the words of Bill Osgerby, “the growth of 
a consumption-oriented masculine self” by locating masculinity not in the 
world of “hard work, thrift and production” but in “a reverence for tasteful 
elegance,” of fine clothing, food, and home furnishings.15 Plenty of impov-
erished families had no time or money for such diversions. But for those with 
steady and remunerative jobs, the 1930s in many ways resembled the 1920s. 
A study of suburban life in Westchester County, New York, found that girls 
spent roughly one-third of their leisure time at the movies and that youth 
moved in parallel worlds from their parents. “Oh, yes, I’ve been home, and 
so has Father, but I haven’t seen him for three days,” observed one suburban 
daughter.16

World War II set a very different tone. Jobs were easy to come by, and the 
average wage or salary increased substantially. Despite the rationing of meat, 
coffee, gasoline, and some other staples, civilian purchases rose smartly. 
Workers, who were making much more money than ever before, headed for 
restaurants and movie theaters. Advertisers and industrialists defined the war 
as a battle for the freedom to consume. “The Modern American bathroom 
is an example of the highest standard of living ever known . . . A Standard 
of Living Worth Fighting For,” proclaimed one advertisement.17 The war 
brought a sense of national unity. Few protested the U.S. entry into the 
war after Pearl Harbor, and rationing, scrap drives, war-related work, and 
widespread military service lent a sense of unity to a nation that had suffered 
substantial economic and political divisions during the Depression.

But the war also brought a great deal of social fragmentation. Roughly one 
in five Americans migrated during the war, often repeatedly and over great 
distances. Millions of husbands and fathers joined the armed services. The 
federal government and private industry encouraged women to work out-
side the home during the war, particularly in defense plants. Unprecedented 
numbers of women made good money for the first (and, usually, last) time in 
their lives in welding and other occupations that had been off-limits to them. 
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The rate of women’s employment outside the home jumped, particularly for 
mothers of young children. Even those who did not earn money found them-
selves taking on more and more responsibility because of absent husbands. 
Wages were way up, but so were prices, and housewives had to work around 
the rationing of sugar, coffee, meat, dairy products, canned goods, gasoline, 
and many other staples. Wives took up gardening or raising chickens out of 
necessity and patriotism. Children, particularly the youth, were often left 
to their own devices due to absent fathers and working mothers, especially 
when their families had moved away from kin to pursue job opportunities. 
The federal government opened thousands of day-care centers to encourage 
the mothers of young children to work outside the home, but they serviced 
only a small fraction of working mothers. Many older children left school 
early to work or to enlist. The number of employed fourteen- and fifteen-
year-olds quadrupled between 1941 and 1945.18 Those residing in rapidly 
expanding cities or near military bases lived in an exciting and often danger-
ous world. Cities of tens of thousands of people appeared in a year’s time, 
and many small towns and big cities alike burst at the seams. The combina-
tion of autonomy, spending money, and new, often fleeting friends created a 
marked increase in venereal disease and premarital pregnancy.

These diverse changes put a great strain on families. The whole country 
seemed to be on the move, money was flowing freely, and who knew what 
the morrow might bring. Patricia Livermore moved from South Dakota to 
Omaha in 1943 and worked as a photographer in nightclubs there. The war 
was “a very hectic, exciting time,” she remembered, “but there was always an 
underlying sadness, a melancholy.” “Relationships were extremely intense, 
because you didn’t know how long they would last.” She “did a lot of cry-
ing in those years, a lot of crying. I wasn’t the only one.” This hothouse 
environment of fleeting romances and fear of impending death prompted 
many ill-conceived romances and marriages. Barbara Norek of San Francisco 
was just twelve when the war began and her father receded from her life as 
he started working the graveyard shift in a shipyard. At the age of fourteen, 
she “became the best churchgoer in the neighborhood,” since “each week a 
whole new crop of sailors was coming in.” At one point she was engaged to 
five men at the same time. “I was sailor crazy.” There were some awkward 
moments, such as when a suitor returned from duty “with a big diamond 
engagement ring,” only to find out that Norek was two years younger than 
she had led him to believe and that her mother was not prepared to let him 
“take me off to Ohio.” But many young women and men took these war-
time romances very seriously—at least at first. The marriage rate during the 
month following the attack on Pearl Harbor was 60 percent higher than it 
had been during the same month the year before. Virginia Rasmussen tried 
to follow her soldier husband as he traveled around the United States. She 
and the other young wives sat on their suitcases in the aisles of trains, and 
she recalled “being put off in a place called El Reno, Oklahoma, which to me 
was nowhere, and I had to fend for myself,” get a hotel room and look for 
transportation the next day. “It was a tremendous lesson in growing up.”19
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Many families suffered much more. Henrietta Bingham was just nine 
at the time of Pearl Harbor, and at that moment “all the war meant to 
me . . . was excitement.” In 1942 a brother, Gerald, lied about his age to get 
into the Army Air Corps. He died, and was followed by his younger brother, 
Gene, who also died. Her “young pretty mother had turned almost white” 
by the end of the war, and her father had become “an old man.” By age 
thirteen, Henrietta “had lost my childhood.”20 Wives lost husbands, chil-
dren lost fathers—and the husbands and fathers who survived were often 
much changed. Fighting in the “good war” commonly entailed a great deal 
of trauma that went largely ignored and untreated at the time and later. 
Alcoholism was rife among returnees, and by 1950, some 1 million veterans 
had divorced. Many were simply unprepared to deal with the demands of 
young children. “My desire was to get away from it all—away from restric-
tions,” recalled one. “I looked forward to spending a lot of time on the 
beach. But we had to take the baby. Then we had to bring him back for lunch 
and a nap. We never could enjoy the beach.” Other fathers resented that their 
children did not warm up to them. “Even when he was two or three years 
old he just wouldn’t let me come close to him,” remembered one. “I didn’t 
like it. I didn’t like it a bit.”21 The war’s end brought an end to high wages 
for women. But many were reluctant to surrender the autonomy that they 
had exercised inside and outside the home. Dellie Hahne described herself 
as a “shrinking violet” when her husband left for the war, a “very strong oak 
tree” when he returned. Shirley Hackett had learned how to change tires and 
maintain the car in her husband’s absence, “yet he treated me as if I were 
insane to think that I could do those things.”22 The men were different, too. 
They went off to confront life and death and returned to wives and sweet-
hearts who “couldn’t understand why their men had changed so.”23

Japanese-American families suffered the most from the war. The federal 
government decided soon after Pearl Harbor to remove them from the West 
Coast. They had just a few days to sell those possessions that they could not 
take with them, and many turned over farms or other businesses to non-Jap-
anese neighbors. Unlike Chinese Americans, most Japanese Americans had 
succeeded in forming families before immigration was dramatically curtained, 
in 1924. These families tended to be authoritarian. Fathers and husbands had 
a great deal of power. These Issei (first generation) ordinarily ran the family 
business, whether it was a farm or a shop, and they expected their wives and 
children (Nisei) to obey them. Shidzeú Ishimoto recalled her mother advising, 
“Endurance a woman should cultivate more than anything else. If you endure 
well in any circumstances, you will achieve happiness.”24 Internment changed 
this. Issei men lost their livelihoods, and they had little control over day-to-
day life. Everyone ate together, and families had little privacy. The children 
were much more apt to speak English well, one of several skills that helped 
them to adjust to life in camp more readily than did their elders. Children had 
school to keep them busy, and wives still had housework and mothering to 
do. Jeanne Wakatsuki Houston later recalled that tensions and humiliations 
in their Manzanar camp drove her father to turn to alcohol in his isolation 



THE AMERICAN FAMILY104

and anger. When he threatened her mother, Jeanne’s brother punched him in 
the face, an act she likened to “bloodying the nose of God.”25

Mexican Americans experienced opportunity rather than dispossession 
because of the war, but also a growing generation gap. The nation’s labor 
shortage prompted its leaders to recruit Mexican workers just a decade after 
they had tried so hard to exclude them. The braceros worked one-year con-
tracts, though many would make their home in the United States after the 
war. But the war also affected Mexicanos already living in the United States. 
Like African Americans and Native Americans, many left rural areas for 
well-paying jobs in cities during World War II. One observer concluded, 
“Family solidarity is decreasing. Lack of parental control and dissatisfaction 
with prevailing conditions have developed too rapidly for adaptation to take 
place, and disintegration has started.”26 The second generation of Mexican 
Americans, the children of those who had immigrated early in the twentieth 
century and who had survived the Great Depression, expressed more inter-
est in and affiliation toward the United States than their parents had. Many 
joined the armed services, an experience that brought them into close and 
sustained contact with people from very different cultures. The adoption 
of so-called “zoot suits” was in some respects a reflection of young men’s 
embrace of American, multi-ethnic youth culture—though many Anglos 
associated the distinctive style with Chicanos. Octavio Paz, who lived in Los 
Angeles for two years during the mid-1940s, described young, adolescent 
“pachucos” as characterized by a “furtive, restless air” befitting a genera-
tion caught between cultures.27 Other rebellions were more subtle. Frances 
Esquibel had moved with her family from rural New Mexico to California 
as a child, and by the age of nine, she learned that the worlds of her Anglo 
schools (the family moved frequently) and home “didn’t exist in a state of 
harmony.” She resented having to speak Spanish at home; her father knew 
little English. They moved to a Mexican barrio, but at junior high she felt 
out of place. Her solution “was to move more toward the mainstream”—
making friends with Anglo girls, for example. By the time she entered high 
school, in 1945, Frances had become more alienated from her parents and 
“could not empathize or identify with my mother’s subordinate role.” Upon 
graduation she would leave for the University of California, Berkeley.28

The close of the war offered sustained prosperity after fifteen years of 
trauma. The number of new homes increased dramatically. There were 114,000 
single-family dwellings erected in 1944, 937,000 in 1946, and 1,692,000 in 
1950, an expansion made possible by such time-saving innovations as bull-
dozers, plywood, and power saws together with government-backed mort-
gages for veterans and white families.29 Electric refrigerators, washers, and 
vacuum cleaners became standard in most homes. Diet improved dramati-
cally, as more families had access to fruits and vegetables year round.

A wider range of people joined the middle class after the war. The chil-
dren and grandchildren of immigrants from Central, Eastern, and Southern 
Europe prospered, as did those of Japanese immigrants. Several million 
Mexicans entered the United States between 1945 and 1960, many illegally. 
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As before, these newcomers were often solitary and highly mobile young 
men, including those who continued to participate in the bracero program 
that had begun during World War II. But the native-born Latino commu-
nity also continued to grow. Many gained a foothold in the middle class by 
taking advantage of expanded educational and employment opportunities. 
The same can be said of African Americans, who had left the rural South in 
large numbers during the war. The gap between white and black working-
class families had narrowed dramatically by the 1950s.

This major expansion of the middle class, broadly defined, and the gen-
eral surge in relative prosperity created a deep sense of contentment made 
sweeter by the fifteen years of suffering that had preceded it. “Assessing 
their situation against a backdrop of turmoil and privation,” notes Stephanie 
Coontz, couples of the 1950s “had modest expectations of comfort and hap-
piness.” Hence “they were much more inclined to count their blessings than 
to measure the distance between their dreams and their real lives.”30 This 
explains the widespread tolerance or denial of child and wife abuse by family 
members and professionals alike during the period, she notes, and it strongly 
informed the nation’s tone of self-congratulation and consensus.

As in the 1920s, prosperity prompted a celebration of consumption. 
People learned to buy their automobiles on credit in the 1920s. By the 
1950s, about one half were buying major household goods such as refrigera-
tors or furniture on credit. Family vacations—aided by the spread of paved 
roads such as the interstate highway system—became an annual landmark 
of many children’s summers. Movies, radios, and record players proliferated. 
But the advent of television constituted one of the seminal developments of 
the postwar period. One-third of households owned a set in 1950, three-
quarters in 1956. By then televisions had shouldered out pianos and hearths 
as the symbolic center of family life. (In a nod to tradition, some stations 
broadcast burning Yule logs on Christmas Eve.)31 The arrival of television 
at the home’s center signified a colossal shift in day-to-day family life. From 
the 1950s to the present, families have spent many hours each day passively 
absorbing countless messages from television advertisers and shows champi-
oning and describing the good life of consumption and pleasure.

Home life in fact became more focused on pleasure, less on responsibility. 
Alan Petigny locates a “permissive turn” in the postwar years and identifies 
Rogerian therapy as a leading cause. Carl Rogers’s humanitarian psychology 
posited a very optimistic view of human nature that soon pervaded the rap-
idly expanding fields of secular and religious counseling and popular culture 
more generally. The percentage of Americans who regarded alcoholism as 
a disease (as opposed to a sin or a personal failing) rose from 6 percent in 
1944 to 63 percent in 1954, for example. Slogans such as “authenticity” and 
“peace of mind” proliferated. Guilt and sin—emblems of repression—were 
out, self-actualization was in. Hence observance of the Sabbath declined 
even as church membership rose. In sum, the culture was moving “the indi-
vidual further away from the goal of self-mastery and closer to the Romantic 
ideal of being unrepressed and unencumbered.”32
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The new therapeutic ethos penetrated far beyond urban and educated peo-
ple. A sociologist who studied behavioral patterns in Wheatland, Missouri, 
found that younger parents assigned to their children far fewer duties than 
their parents had assigned to them. Children of the Depression had started 
bringing in kindling and wood at a young age, picked berries, gathered eggs, 
fed chickens, and tended vegetable gardens. Girls did dishes and boys milked 
by eight to ten and were soon doing nearly all the work of adults. These 
children were parents by the mid-1950s, and they wanted their sons and 
daughters to enjoy more comforts than they had enjoyed. “We used to whip 
hell out of ’em,” the elders grumbled. “Today they just talk to ’em.”33 Some 
ethnic groups retained the traditional distance between parents and adults. 
Herbert Gans found that Italian-American parents seldom played with their 
children and that they expected obedience and respect from them. But this 
was becoming a minority view. More and more parents pampered their chil-
dren. Toy sales shot up from $87 million in 1939 to $608 million in 1953, a 
seven-fold increase in just fourteen years.34

The postwar family was becoming much less hierarchical. Benjamin 
Spock’s first child-care book appeared in 1946 and quickly became the stan-
dard. Spock advised parents (particularly mothers, who were by far his great-
est audience) to avoid conflict with their children, to treat them permissively. 
Psychoanalyst Martha Wolfenstein found that in contrast with past experts, 
who warned against “giving in to impulse”—by picking up a crying baby, 
for example—the new conventional wisdom held that “early indulgence” 
would “make the baby less demanding as he grows older.” She linked this 
to a broader cultural development, namely, “the emergence of what we may 
call ‘fun morality.’ ” “Where formerly there was felt to be the danger that, in 
seeking fun, one might be carried away into the depths of wickedness, today 
there is a recognizable fear that one may not be able to let go sufficiently, 
that one may not have enough fun.” “Fun and play have assumed a new 
obligatory aspect,” she concluded.35 Social critic William Whyte observed 
that promoters of a new Illinois suburb had initially “advertised Forest Park 
as housing. Now they began advertising happiness.”36

The government heavily subsidized white families’ search for happiness. 
The GI Bill educated a generation of middle-class men for free. Ambitious 
road-building programs, capped by a new interstate highway system, stim-
ulated a boom in suburban growth and created millions of reasonably 
priced homes that brought families from the city and the countryside to 
residential neighborhoods. Federal mortgage programs (the Federal Homes 
Administration and the Veterans Administration) enabled most families to 
own their own homes. “Children and dogs are as necessary to the welfare 
of this country as is Wall Street and the railroads,” pronounced President 
Truman in 1948. “Would it not be better to compete in the relative merits 
of washing machines than in the strength of rockets?” asked Vice President 
Richard Nixon of Soviet premier Nikita Khrushchev a decade later.37

The modern suburb afforded unprecedented comfort and isolation for 
ordinary families. Oil and natural gas provided heat in the winter, and air 
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conditioners proliferated. Suburbanites seldom used the land surrounding 
their homes to supplement their larders after the war. Lawn mowers multi-
plied, and pets, plastic mushrooms, and pink flamingoes shouldered aside 
vegetable gardens and chickens. Attached garages and private backyards 
replaced front porches and community parks. Factories, offices, schools, and 
stores—often in the form of strip malls—also moved to the suburbs after 
the war, but they were usually separated from residences. White suburban-
ites tirelessly excluded blacks from their neighborhoods and schools, and 
they often associated civil rights with communism; each movement symbol-
ized unwelcome and outside threats to their sense of community and safety. 
Moving to the suburbs almost always meant leaving kin—parents, grand-
parents, cousins, aunts, and uncles—behind. Mirra Komarovsky, studying 
a more urban and working-class population, found that more than one-half 
had lived with relatives since being married.38 But the great majority favored 
more autonomous living arrangements, which of course was what the sub-
urbs offered. Ethnic ties among second-generation immigrants weakened, 
as roughly half of Polish and Italian Americans married outside their ethnic 
group after the war. Suburbanites socialized at churches and clubs and with 
neighbors as kinship bonds loosened.

Postwar Americans pinned most of their hopes on the nuclear family. 
Three distinct trends emerged: a greater proportion of the population mar-
ried; they married at a younger age; and, in a striking reversal of a long-term 
historical trend, they had more children. Of the generation that came of age 
during and after the war, 96.4 percent of women and 94.1 percent of men 
would marry, and they married sooner than their parents had. The birth rate 
shot up 50 percent from 1940 to 1957, to 3.52 children per family, about 
what it had been in 1900. Most women had children early and often; the 
average postwar mother had her last child at age thirty. Those who could 
not have children turned to adoption, which grew ninefold between 1937 
and 1965—and would have expanded still more sharply if supply had kept up 
with demand. Indeed, by the close of the 1950s, white adoptive parents were 
turning to Korea for babies. Many sterile couples felt compelled to adopt. 
“There’s nothing to talk about if you don’t have children,” explained one 
hopeful adoptive parent.39 But most people’s urge to parent ran much more 
deeply than that. For a decade and a half, the nation had suffered through 
the insecurities of a severe and prolonged depression and then a world war 
that brought death and uncertainty. Family represented, more than ever 
before, a return to normalcy.

Young couples seldom expressed reservations over marriage. Asked what 
they had sacrificed for marriage, husbands tended to answer with statements 
such as “nothing but bad habits” and “the empty, aimless, lonely life of 
a bachelor.” Most wives who had given up careers for motherhood were 
quick to emphasize that they “preferred marriage.” Marriage, remarked one, 
offered a “happy, full, complete life; children; a feeling of serving some pur-
pose in life other than making money.”40 The realities of marriage often 
fell far short of the ideal, particularly for women. But wives seldom voiced 
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discontent overtly, and postwar couples tended to persevere. The divorce rate 
fell dramatically after the war and then increased, but slowly, in the 1950s.

Postwar marriage bore much more heavily on women than it did on men, 
who, it was widely believed, best served their families by going out into 
the world and making as much money as possible. Many men, to be sure, 
felt “overwhelmed with responsibility” by the prospect of fatherhood.41 But 
they also associated the home with recreation and relaxation. For women, it 
remained a place of work that was only partially eased by electric washing 
machines and vacuum cleaners. Standards for cleaning rose exponentially, 
and suburban life required considerable driving to shop, run errands, and 
transport children to and from school and other commitments. Mothers 
confronted rising expectations. Experts urged them to enjoy their children, 
but they also made it clear that “any mistake in mothering could scar a child 
permanently.”42 Even so, most mothers found in their children a strong sense 
of meaning and satisfaction. “For the first time in my life,” recalled one, “I 
was absolutely sure of my reason for being alive.”43

Women fit work around the family. Prosperity swelled the number of 
women who went to college, but the great majority soon married (two-thirds 
within six years of graduation, according to one study) and had children. 
The pattern that emerged in the 1950s was for brides to work outside the 
home until their first child arrived, then to stay at home until their last 
child was in her or his teens. By 1960, most women who worked outside the 
home had children under the age of eighteen.44 The great majority of women 
workers, about four in five, labored in low-paying fields: clerical work, clean-
ing, waiting tables, or hair dressing, for example. Women’s access to high-
paying professions continued to lag, and college-educated women made less 
than high-school educated men. But this steady rise in women’s employment 
fueled a great deal of the growing prosperity that so many families enjoyed 
and in fact played a crucial—and seldom acknowledged—role in the middle 
class’s expansion and prosperity.

By the close of the 1950s, it was evident that the nation’s housewives were 
not as happy as they claimed to be. Betty Friedan in The Feminine Mystique, 
published in 1963 but drawing on research that began in 1957, identified 
the “problem that has no name”: highly educated, upper-middle-class wives 
were turning to alcohol, antidepressants, and therapy in large numbers 
because being a housewife was not all that it was cracked up to be. A study 
of upper-middle-class couples in Boston found that twice as many wives as 
husbands were discontented with their marriages.45 The leading women’s 
magazines of the time often acknowledged the tension between domesticity 
and self-fulfillment and prescribed a sensible solution: women should com-
municate more frequently with their husbands. But what if those husbands 
were not listening? Joe Benson, for example, told a researcher in 1955 that 
he was completely satisfied with his wife and his marriage, that marriage 
had brought him “the love, care, and attention of a wonderful woman” and 
“4 great children who will be a credit and comfort to me if I live to be an 
old man.” His wife Margaret also began by singing her spouse’s praises, 
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 describing him as “a real saint and, compared to other husbands, a perfect 
mate.” But she then remarked that he “expends his energies on carpentry 
hobbies or such and never seems to need me more than to have a hot meal 
ready and to have his clothes in good repair.” Joe “likes to have me within 
calling distance, but never seems to need the closeness I require.” Another 
wife noted that she loved her husband, “devotedly and deeply, but as a sort of 
combination of child and friend.”46 Germaine Greer concluded that for men 
marriage constituted “companionship that requires no effort.”47

If women had more reason to be discontented with the domestic arrange-
ments of the 1950s, men were more apt to chafe against them publicly. Exhibit 
number one was Hugh Hefner’s Playboy Magazine, which debuted to a wide 
readership in 1953. Hefner was out to undo the “conformity, togetherness, 
anonymity and slow death” of male domesticity. “All woman wants is secu-
rity,” warned an early article. “And she’s perfectly willing to crush man’s 
adventurous, freedom-loving spirit to get it.” “The real message,” writes 
Barbara Ehrenreich, “was not eroticism, but escape—literal escape, from the 
bondage of bread-winning”48 Not that Hefner had anything against mak-
ing money. But he urged men to spend it on themselves, not on women 
and children. At the other end of the cultural spectrum, and much smaller 
in number, the disaffected beats rejected consumerism but embraced “male 
adventure and irresponsibility.”49

Youth culture also tweaked authority and embraced sex. Thousands of 
college students rioted early in the 1950s. They aspired not to seize con-
trol of universities or to end the Korean War. They raided sororities and 
women’s dormitories in search of feminine undergarments. “We want girls! 
We want sex! We want panties!” chanted a group of Princeton students in 
1953.50 “Dennis the Menace” and Mad Magazine thumbed their noses at 
the established order. Being bad was becoming good. James Dean played 
the iconic role of a brooding, alienated loner. Likewise, Elvis Presley seemed 
quirky when he arrived in a Memphis recording studio with his unorthodox 
clothes, mumbling “I don’t sound like nobody,” when asked which musician 
he resembled. But Elvis soon enthralled millions of youth. His working-
class demeanor thrilled young women and girls, who described him to their 
uncomprehending elders as “just a great big beautiful hunk of forbidden 
fruit.”51

Elvis did not materialize out of thin air. The entire postwar era, like the 
1920s, was awash in sexuality. To be sure, the youth of the 1950s were more 
apt than their parents to “go steady.” But this term often served to sanc-
tion sexual experimentation without the stigma of being considered “loose.” 
Birthrates outside of wedlock were up, and by the early 1960s, most married 
couples’ first-born children had been conceived before the couple had wed. 
As in the 1920s, prosperity and sexuality flourished side by side, though for 
young women, especially, walking the fine line between prudery and notori-
ety could be challenging and confusing. “What does it do to the mind of a 
sixteen-year-old to be Marilyn Monroe one moment and Little Goody Two-
Shoes the next?” recalled a former cheerleader. “Half the time in real civilian 
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life I had to keep pulling those gray flannel skirts down, making sure ‘noth-
ing showed.’ The other half the time, as a cheerleader, I dropped a skimpy 
red costume over only bra and panties and got out there in the middle of a 
gym full of screaming spectators to wiggle my hips all over the place.”52 Elvis 
was no disaffected beatnik. He was a momma’s boy who loved gospel music 
and uncomplainingly served in the armed services when he was drafted. He 
dreamed of going into law enforcement and cherished Cadillacs and pliant 
young women. Like Johnny Cash, another iconic rebel of the 1950s, Elvis 
was a liminal figure, an entertainer steeped in rural Protestantism and nos-
talgia who nevertheless lived a wild life and prophesized a less inhibited era.

The more perceptive writers of the 1930s, 1940s, and 1950s detected 
throughout these diverse decades the golden thread of individualism that 
had surfaced so brightly in the 1920s. Carson McCullers, in The Heart 
is a Lonely Hunter, observed that the Depression did not deliver the resi-
dents of her Southern city from the dilemmas of modernity: “The people 
dreamed and fought and slept as much as ever. And by habit they short-
ened their thoughts so that they would not wander out into the darkness 
beyond tomorrow.”53 Saul Bellow likewise noted that World War II had 
not rescued his protagonist from the grips of existential ennui, a condi-
tion he located in a bogus expectation of “pure freedom.” “We suffer from 
bottomless avidity,” for “we have been taught there is no limit to what a 
man can be.”54 Faced with that terrifyingly tantalizing possibility, Dangling 
Man’s protagonist chooses instead to join the armed services. Sylvia Plath’s 
highly autobiographical The Bell Jar likens the adolescence of a well-edu-
cated young woman in the 1950s to watching a fig tree with “a fat purple 
fig, a wonderful future beckoned and winked,” ripening on the tip of each 
branch: domesticity, academia, editing, travel, exotic lovers, athletics, and 
“many more figs I couldn’t quite make out.” But she sat “in the crotch of 
this fig tree, starving to death,” for “choosing one meant losing all the 
rest,” and as she waited, each of the figs “began to wrinkle and go black, 
and, one by one, they plopped to the ground at my feet.”55 John Updike’s 
everyman, Harry Engstrom, debuts at the close of the 1950s, intoxicated 
and befuddled by the freedoms of modern life. He leaves his wife and child 
for another woman, surprised that “the world just can’t touch you once you 
follow your instincts.” His mistress complains that “he’s got the idea he’s 
Jesus Christ out to save the world just by doing whatever comes into his 
head.”56 Harry—aptly nicknamed “Rabbit”—is drawn back to his family by 
his second child’s birth long enough to contribute to her tragic death. At 
the book’s end, he f lees the infant’s funeral, free to follow instincts that he 
can neither comprehend nor predict. “ ‘Maturity’ was the albatross of the 
postwar [literary] generation,” notes Morris Dickstein.57

The 1950s was a paradoxical decade in part because the contradictions 
fathomed by writers such as Plath and Updike eluded most others. Petigny 
argues that the era’s values remained conservative even as its norms became 
liberal, that adults and youth alike embraced a pleasure-oriented way of liv-
ing while espousing traditional verities. Hence President Eisenhower could 
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both ask the nation to make the Fourth of July an occasion of “penance and 
prayer” and spend the day fishing, golfing, and playing bridge.58

Alan Ehrenhalt’s The Lost City: The Forgotten Virtues of Community in 
America is a striking exploration of how authority operated in three very 
different Chicago neighborhoods in the 1950s. In St. Nick’s, a working-
class parish on the Southwest Side, conformity to community norms was 
enforced by a legion of vigilant, stay-at-home mothers and Father Lynch, 
who walked the streets on summer evenings on the lookout for teenage 
parties. Five miles to the East lay Bronzeville, a black ghetto “economi-
cally poor, but spiritually and socially rich.” Billiken kids’ clubs, modeled on 
the segregated Boy Scouts, aimed “to make boys and girls better sons and 
daughters and more useful to the community,” explained the local Chicago 
Defender. Elmhurst, a prosperous suburb outside Chicago, also emphasized 
community and conformity. A variety of associations claimed the time of the 
new arrivals: the Parent Teacher Association (PTA), the Jaycees, the little 
league, and of course the churches. Elmhurst’s homes and neighborhoods 
were less authoritarian than their poorer counterparts, but teenagers faced 
a steady diet of regulations and restrictions at York High School, a place 
that stressed “character and citizenship.” Most of Chicago’s diverse residents 
believed “there were natural limits to life . . . that choice and privacy were 
restricted commodities, and that authority existed, in large part, to manage 
the job of restricting them.”59

But those beliefs were under siege well before the mid-1960s, and not just 
or even primarily by radicals.

*  *  *

Edward Hopper, the prominent painter, did his greatest work during the 
1930s, 1940s, and 1950s, but often seemed to be hardly touched by these 
eventful decades. Born in 1882 to a middle-class family outside New York 
City, he was a gangly, awkward child who soon took refuge in art. He did 
not marry until his forties and had no children. His wife, Jo Nivis, resembled 
his mother in being strong and outgoing, traits that both compelled and 
frightened Edward. He was soon earning enough to insulate the couple from 
the dislocations of depression and war.

Yet the Hoppers’ childless marriage expressed strains that characterized 
less artistic couples of these decades. Like many educated women, Jo had 
ambitions of her own that she continually set aside for her insecure hus-
band. “The minute any slight breeze blows in my direction—he must act 
immediately, kill it dead for all time,” she observed during World War II. 
Hopper painted many alienated couples, men and women who shared the 
same frame or room, yet remained remote from each other. “I can scarcely 
stand E.H.,” Jo wrote in the 1950s, “but how possibly live without him.”60 
Growing numbers of American women then shared Jo’s frustrations, even 
as the great majority of them chose to put the needs of their husbands and 
children before their own.
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Edward’s work illustrated common and shared themes that united the 
diverse decades stretching from 1930 to 1960. His paintings commonly 
hinted at nostalgia, of old storefronts in small towns or street scenes bereft 
of skyscrapers or other modern elements. Indeed, the Hoppers criticized 
abstract painters. “The inner life of a human being is a vast and varied realm 
and does not concern itself alone with stimulating arrangements of color, 
form, and design,” remarked Edward. But if Edward believed that there was 
more to life and art than “the inventions of the intellect,” his rejection of 
formlessness did not add up to an embrace of the verities with which he 
had grown up.61 Edward Hopper’s buildings and couples share a sense of 
 emptiness.

Traditionalists often overlook such indications of unease that appeared 
well before the age of antiwar protests and instead express much fondness 
for the years that separated the roaring twenties from the tumultuous sixties. 
During these years, they argue, Americans pulled together for the common 
good, licking the Great Depression and Hitler. The 1950s were the “last 
good time,” the calm before the storm of the 1960s, the decade that has led 
us to rack and ruin.

This point of view is simplistic. It underplays the tremendous discrimina-
tion that people of color, women, gays, and lesbians faced. It also overlooks 
the ways in which the 1930s, 1940s, and 1950s perpetuated the ethos of 
consumerism that marked the century’s first three decades—not to mention 
the continued growth of government. The postwar embrace of family, which 
was illustrated most vividly by an unprecedented spike in the fertility rate, 
represented a desire for stability. But that desire resided alongside a deepen-
ing search for pleasure that often loosened familial ties.

The retreat of individualism was in fact partial and short-lived and was the 
artifact of fleeting rather than durable historical trends. Americans contin-
ued to choose consumption and pleasure when they could, to go shopping 
or to the movies, to listen to music, or to take a drive for an hour or a week. 
The persistent beat of freedom pounded beneath the surface of depression, 
war, and conformity. By the close of the 1950s, the nation’s decks had been 
cleared of the residual baggage left over from the dusty Victorians, the more 
recent convulsions of the Great Depression and World War II, and the decade 
and a half of adjustment and reorientation that followed them. Our history 
in the half century since has resembled the 1920s, only much more so.



Chapter 8

Freedom’s Florescence

Postwar couples embraced stability after fifteen years of deprivation and 
dislocation. But they also pursued prosperity and, increasingly, pleasure. 
Their children would do so much more insistently.

This generation grew up unchastened by memories of depression and war 
and took comfort for granted. They embraced freedom much more exuber-
antly than their parents had done. Subsequent generations would clash less 
radically with their elders in large part because the baby boomers would 
parent so permissively. The cultivation of individual happiness had become a 
national obsession by the 1970s for children and parents alike.

This embrace of freedom and individualism allowed a much wider range 
of families to proliferate and to prosper. But it also signified that freedom 
had decidedly pushed aside obligation at the center of American culture and 
society, particularly for men.

*  *  *

The standard of living continued to rise in the United States in the 1960s and 
the 1970s. Per capita income tripled from 1940 to 2000, and life expectancy 
continued to climb steadily after its steep gains in the twentieth-century’s 
first half. The percentage of families living in poverty declined from 22 per-
cent in 1959 to 11 percent in 1973. Expanded federal programs lay behind 
much of this improvement: Social Security, Aid to Families with Dependent 
Children, unemployment insurance, Medicare and Medicaid, food stamps, 
and public housing. The proportion of overcrowded U.S. households fell 
from 16 percent in 1950 to 5 percent in 1976. Continued technological 
innovations and efficiencies meant that even lower-income families enjoyed 
a much wider range of goods and services than ever before, including auto-
mobiles, air travel, eating out, telephones, television, music, and other forms 
of entertainment. The average hours of household television viewing per 
day increased from just over five in 1960 to more than seven in 1995, and 
the number of video games played on television, computers, and hand-held 



THE AMERICAN FAMILY114

devices has multiplied since then.1 More and more families owned sec-
ond cars and took vacations. Homes became larger and more comfortable, 
with improved temperature control. The great majority of families in the 
United States enjoyed a level of material comfort and forms of entertainment 
unimaginable to even the wealthy elite of the nineteenth century.

But even families living much better than their great grandparents did are 
apt to feel and believe that they are not doing well. There is often a material 
basis for this perception, as working-class people’s real wages have declined 
in recent decades; in the 1970s and 1980s, the United States shifted deci-
sively from manufacturing to finance, lowered taxes on corporations and 
the wealthy, and cut funding to many of the government programs that 
had lifted so many out of poverty during the 1960s. Economic inequality 
has become steadily more acute since then. The proliferation of television 
shows and movies showing highly affluent people, together with the grow-
ing chorus of advertisers selling expensive automobiles, clothing, jewelry, 
vacations, and other prized symbols of prosperity, has created a sense of rela-
tive deprivation among people who, objectively speaking, live comfortable 
lives. In The Paradox of Choice: Why Less is More, Barry Schwartz explores 
how our abandonment of “good enough” for “the best” has engendered a 
chronic sense of regret, as we quickly take each new pleasure for granted and 
continued to fret about and resent what we may be missing.2

This restless sense of discontent is bound up with what Daniel Bell calls 
the “contradictions of capitalism.” Early capitalism required saving and 
other forms of discipline. But productivity created a plethora of consumer 
goods, of material comforts that undercut the very forces of discipline and 
self-control that had created the bounty. Capitalism had been “based on a 
moral system of reward rooted in the Protestant sanctification of work,” a 
system that modernity rejected for “a hedonism which promises material 
ease and luxury.”3 Many people remain dedicated to their work. But the 
nature of work has shifted to encourage self-reflection and self-realization. 
The economy has continued to shift from production-oriented jobs in agri-
culture and manufacturing to the provision of services, occupations that—at 
least at the higher levels—put a premium on initiative and creativity. The 
new work, in the words of cultural critic David Frum, encourages people to 
strive “for identity and personhood, rather than for duty.”4 Robert Bellah 
and his associates make the distinction between the old-fashioned notion 
of work as a “calling” that linked one to other members of the community 
in a web of mutuality to the new definition of work as career, as part of the 
fashioning of a solitary and continually evolving self.5

Hence business leaders, people long associated with the “establishment” or 
the status quo, have commonly used self-indulgent, anti-authoritarian rheto-
ric. Jefferson Cowie observes that the economic elites of the 1980s embraced 
“privilege without responsibility; wealth without obligation; nobless without 
oblige.”6 But if the economic fruits of deregulated capitalism were being 
spread more and more unevenly, its culture was relentlessly inclusive—even 
of its putative critics. Advertisers referred to the young  counterculture as 
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“the Now Generation,” youth “given over to self-fulfillment by whatever 
means necessary—which would, of course, ultimately mean by shopping.”7 
The consumer-oriented economy cultivates a culture obsessed with freedom 
and happiness.

Our valoration of freedom has been in many ways a positive development. 
The civil rights movement went national in the 1960s and was followed 
by movements espousing the rights of students, women, gays and lesbians, 
Chicanos, and other marginalized groups. National legislation eased dis-
crimination against African Americans and women and liberalized immigra-
tion policies. Oppressed groups stood up for themselves more resolutely than 
before, and growing numbers of people expressed much more concern over 
injustice than they had in the past.

But only up to a point. The idealism and hope that characterized much 
of the 1960s’ counterculture took a serious hit in the wake of political assas-
sinations and a resurgent conservatism led by presidents Nixon and Reagan. 
Oppressed groups such as African Americans, Chicanos, and women have 
continued to advocate for themselves, but their appeal has narrowed as lead-
ers of broad moral vision such as Ella Baker, Martin Luther King, and César 
Chávez have been supplanted by the more particular concerns of interest-
group politics. Moreover, modern people of various ideological persuasions 
simply lost interest in reform. “In a world where your only obligation is to 
do what you really want to do, to admit that one is sacrificing would be to 
invite the suggestion that one should simply stop and pursue what one really 
wants,” observes Ann Swindler.8 “Look to your own oppression” often mor-
phed into “do you own thing.” A participant in the antidraft movement 
recalled “a real concentration on life styles and new sexual forms, all these 
supposedly revolutionary ways of living that weren’t tied down to the old 
modes . . . this gross kind of individualism. You just go ahead and do what 
you want.”9

Second-wave feminism challenged this individualism. True, women’s lib-
eration entailed personal liberation. But its principal tool for effecting that 
transformation was consciousness-raising, moments of individual insight 
arrived at in a collective setting. In such meetings, Ellen Willis “felt imme-
diately accepted. If I made a comment, people listened to it . . . which I was 
not used to in New Left Groups.”10 Like their nineteenth-century forbear-
ers, feminists dedicated themselves to making the world better. They cre-
ated a dense, grassroots network of health and rape-crisis centers, battered 
women’s shelters, and other services for vulnerable women. Yet the women’s 
movement soon fragmented over a growing number of issues, including: 
the needs of professional white women versus women of color; sexual ori-
entation; political activism versus the cultivation of a distinctive but often 
reclusive women’s subculture; sexuality as a locus of oppression or freedom; 
and, at least in academia, the amoral implications of postmodernism. Young 
third-wave feminists who emerged late in the century tended to embrace 
a more amorphous, unstructured style of feminism that redrew or erased 
altogether definitions of gender, oppression, and political activism that the 
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older generation had worked so hard to establish. Germaine Greer dismissed 
her younger counterparts as indulging in “ostentatious, sluttishness and dis-
orderly behavior.”11 Indeed, Susan Faludi reported that a scholar at a 2010 
conference on the future of gender studies urged her audience to embrace a 
“[Lady] Gaga feminism” dedicated to committing acts of “disloyalty” and 
“betrayal and rupture.”12 This fixation with deconstruction and transgres-
sion tends to equate liberation with simply dismantling the status quo, par-
ticularly conventional sexual categories and practices.

But the younger generation was elaborating a tension that had appeared 
at the birth of second-wave feminism. As Sarah Evans points out, the move-
ment’s key insight was that “the personal is political.”13 Feminism spread 
so widely and quickly because it prompted women to take themselves—not 
just their responsibilities—more seriously. For the first time in American 
history, really, women were being asked to see their lives as ends in and of 
themselves, not as vehicles for supporting and nurturing husbands, children, 
other dependents, or social causes. Feminism changed everything, even for 
the many women who professed to abhor it, from how stewardesses who 
had tolerated endemic sexual harassment became flight attendants to the 
legal recognition of marital rape to trading in uncomfortable heels, girdles, 
and dresses for the convenience of pants. But it was difficult to base a coher-
ent women’s movement on a slogan that privileged personal experience and 
desires. If political choice rested on personal choice, what happened when 
women chose conventional gender roles, phallus-centered pornography, or 
simply the private pursuit of self-fulfillment at the expense of women’s col-
lective concerns? Feminism inevitably became about women doing whatever 
they wished to, and of course women made such choices in a popular culture 
saturated with both invitations to self-indulgence and stubborn assumptions 
of male privilege.

Left and right alike have become uncomfortable with limits. Hence intel-
lectual historian Mark Lilla’s survey of the nation’s political landscape in the 
spring of 2010 identifies two strands of libertarianism that have emerged 
over the past half century: progressives who advocated for “a more toler-
ant society with greater private autonomy” and self-styled conservatives 
who “wanted to be free from taxes and regulations so they could get rich 
fast.”14 These varieties of anarchic libertarianism label any sort of restraint as 
fascistic and oppressive. “Pleasure,” observes Pierre Bourdieu, “is not only 
permitted but demanded, on ethical as much as on scientific grounds.”15 
Dr. King’s “beloved community” has been supplanted by the individual’s 
search for unfettered bliss. All that is required of us is to mouth platitudes 
about freedom, equality, and tolerance. Rules are bad. Apple Computer’s 
classic “1984” commercial, honored by Advertising Age as the best of the 
decade, featured a red-clad woman who eluded riot police to pitch a sledge-
hammer through a screen on which Big Brother had been promoting the 
“Unification of Thoughts.” The simple, practical act of using an effective 
(non-Apple) operating system for one’s computer made one an Orwellian 
victim of “groupthink.”16
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Even the Republican Party, once home to Abraham Lincoln and Herbert 
Hoover, has reinvented itself as the party of irreverence, of a “new conserva-
tive libertinism.”17 Ronald Reagan, a divorced ex-actor, was a key figure in 
conflating constraints on individual liberty (taxes and regulation—the gov-
ernment itself) with assaults on America itself. He ran successfully against 
President Jimmy Carter (a man with much more convincing evangelical 
Christian credentials) under this simple slogan: “Are you better off now than 
you were four years ago?” But the key to Reagan’s popularity was his capacity 
to equate self-interest with traditionalism and moralism. He “offered a resto-
ration of the glory days by bolstering morale on the basis of patriotism, God, 
race, patriarchy, and nostalgia for community.”18 But this was a call to action 
that required, in the end, hardly any action and certainly no sacrifice. Reagan, 
notes Daniel T. Rodgers in Age of Fracture, appealed to “that ultimate state 
of boundlessness: dreaming.” Consider his 1985 State of the Union Address: 
“There are no constraints on the human mind, no walls around the human 
spirit, no barriers to our progress except those we ourselves erect.” It was a 
political vision that promised everything and demanded nothing but belief. 
Reagan and the new conservatives had a ready explanation for whom or 
what to blame when dreams failed to materialize: government became “the 
people’s antagonist, the limiter of their limitlessness.”19

This blending of conservative libertinism and libertarianism has become 
stronger in the new millennium. After the terrorist attacks of September 
11, 2001, President George W. Bush urged Americans to go shopping and 
rejected calls to raise taxes to pay for the wars that followed the attacks. At 
the 2004 National Republican Convention, his daughters celebrated their 
fondness for “Sex in the City” to distinguish themselves and their party from 
the passé earnestness expressed by Senator Kerry’s children. Now, in 2011, 
Republicans routinely label as fascists people who are concerned over the 
cruelties of a health-care system in which millions of people are uninsured.

The common denominator of conservative politics and radical culture is, 
as it was in the 1920s, individualism. But this is an individualism that goes 
far beyond what most people conceived of early in the twentieth century. 
Irene Taviss Thomson’s comparison of commentaries on individualism in 
the 1920s and 1970s detects a shift “towards a less binding society and a 
more fluid self,” that by the latter decade we conceived as “the self . . . as 
an entity apart from society.”20 Psychologist Martin Seligman refers to the 
emergence of “the California self—an exalted entity whose pleasures and 
pains, whose successes and failures occupy center stage in our society.”21 
The signs of this are everywhere, from the popular magazines (including 
one actually entitled Self) to Hollywood movies to popular television shows. 
Wayne Dyer’s Your Erroneous Zones sold 4 million copies in the late 1970s 
and castigated “musterbation,” the notion that one should feel obligated 
to, for example, go to a wedding or a funeral. “Obligation breeds guilt and 
dependency, while choice fosters love and independence,” he explains. A stu-
dent of Penelope Russianoff, a psychologist who offered workshops on asser-
tiveness for women, recalled in 1975 how she succeeded in taking over the 
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family’s living room as her painting studio. Her husband and children simply 
“had to accept it. There were some hard moments, but I knew I needed it. It 
was my life and my work at stake.”22

By the 1990s, as Frank notes, “the defiant individualist resisting the man-
dates of the machine civilization” had become ubiquitous:

“An athlete decked out in Mohawk and multiple-pierced ears, a policeman 
who plays by his own rules, an actor on a motorcycle, a movie fratboy wreak-
ing havoc on the townies’ parade, a soldier of fortune with explosive bow and 
arrow, a long-haired alienated cowboy gunning down square cowboys, or a 
rock star in a leather jacket and sunglasses, he has become the paramount cli-
ché of our popular entertainment, the preeminent symbol of the system he is 
supposed to be subverting.”23

Consider American Beauty, a film that won the Academy Award in 2000 
and much critical acclaim. The film’s characters are neatly divided into good 
guys (rebels) and bad guys (conformists). The good guys smoke dope, don’t 
care about making money, and are sensitive to beauty. The bad guys are sex-
ually repressed and worried about how the rest of the world perceives them. 
The leading villain is a homophobic, military man who abuses his family. 
The film presents us with this choice: “One can maintain one’s adolescent 
rebelliousness (smoking pot, hanging out, ignoring all responsibility, not to 
mention all moral constraint) and remain free.” Or one can “sell out” and 
“become a neurotic, superficial conformist incapable of experiencing true 
pleasure.”24

To be sure, commitment to self could be socially constructive. It could 
challenge marginalized people to stand up for themselves, could prompt 
browbeaten or battered wives to start a new life for themselves and their chil-
dren. The quest for what Peter Clecak terms an “ideal self” prompted millions 
of people to take their own happiness seriously, to try (and often succeed) at 
leading more productive and constructive lives, lives that have been more sat-
isfying in the old-fashioned, socially informed, sense of the term.25

But more and more people choose a life in which obligations to others 
are minimized. The proportion of those with no one to talk to about impor-
tant personal issues has grown dramatically since the mid-1980s, particularly 
among less-educated people. The bonds of kinship have become more atten-
uated. The percentage of people who were sixty-five years or older and who 
lived with extended family (most commonly their children) dropped from 
nearly one-half in 1900 to around one-third at mid-century to one-eighth in 
2000. The percentage of women who were sixty-five years or older and who 
lived alone has more than doubled from 1950 to 1980, and the proportion of 
elderly people who saw one of their children at least once a week declined by 
25 percent from 1962 to 1984. Prosperity (fueled by the steady expansion of 
social security) and individualism have served to separate people who used to 
rely on one another. A sense of commitment to others is declining with each 
generation. Hence adult children render less help to their parents than vice 
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versa until the parents are very old. A broad range of collective activities have 
declined, from voting to bowling leagues to PTA membership to simply hav-
ing people over for dinner. People, by 2000, reported having fewer friends 
than they did even a generation ago. People who live together are eating 
together less often than they did in 1975.26 Many suburban communities of 
the 1950s shared back lawns. Fences are ubiquitous today. Children social-
ize, not in their neighborhoods, but via scheduled “play dates” with selected 
friends located miles away, and much play time occurs indoors, in front of 
television sets—often with complex video games—or computers. Attached 
garages and the spread of hired landscaping and gardening services has mini-
mized the amount of time that people spend in front of their houses, and air 
conditioning keeps people indoors in the summer.

Tight-knit ethnic communities have fragmented since the mid-twentieth 
century. The Irish of South Boston’s Upper End in the 1990s bragged, 
“Southie is still a real community. We know everybody in our neighbor-
hood. We don’t lock the doors at night.” But they also acknowledged that 
local employment was much less secure, the role of the Catholic Church less 
pronounced, and kinship ties less consequential as the younger generation 
commonly married and lived outside the community. “By not caring for their 
relatives they are isolating themselves from the world,” remarked one resi-
dent. “Even in South Boston some prefer paying more than $5,000 each year 
for childcare when their relatives are living close enough.” An elderly woman 
observed that her children’s generation “are leading a better life in the sub-
urbs, but sometimes they appear to be just ‘wandering,’ I mean, still search-
ing for something. . . . I feel that they are missing ‘relationships.’ . . . Well, I 
don’t know. I don’t know what they are thinking about.”27 The children of 
such women are often torn by the competing claims of family and career. 
A computer engineer remarked that it would be “a kind of shame to go 
back to a blue-collar job,” that he needed to “keep pushing.” Yet he turned 
down an attractive position in California as he did not want to “desert” his 
parents.” “I fell into a big dilemma.” As Yasushi Watanabe notes, these Irish 
American families must balance the tradition of “working-class virtues and 
neighborhood” with the “expectations and pressures to keep ‘moving up the 
hill’ for better opportunities and higher accomplishments.”28 Alane Salierno 
Mason, born into an intimate Italian American family in 1964, weighed her 
desire for independence and career against the social demands of her isolated 
grandmother, who assures her, “ ‘I don’t want you to have to quit your job,’ 
which means, of course, that in some part of herself she has already imag-
ined, already wished that I will.” “What’s more important,” Mason wonders, 
“freedom or love?”29

This trend has affected rural areas too. Ron Powers returned to Hannibal, 
Missouri, at the turn of the twenty-first century to find that his boyhood 
community had been undercut by the rise of agribusinesses and chain stores 
at the expense of locally owned farms and merchants. Suburbanization and 
dropout rates were up, whereas community pride and celebrations were 
down.30
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Atomism contributes to acute social problems. The United States has 
had the highest rate of mental disorders in the Western world, and it has 
increased over time. Self-reporting of anxiety has risen. The homicide rate 
roughly doubled from the late 1950s to the mid-1970s, rising from under 
5 per 100,000 to just over 10 per 100,000 at its peak in 1980. Roger Lane, 
the leading historian of murder, attributes this rise to postindustrialism. If 
the culture of self-restraint fostered by industrialization depressed homicide 
rates in nineteenth-century cities, its dissolution has contributed to their 
rise, particularly among the young, marginalized men, who are the most fre-
quent killers. The suicide rate, which had peaked early in the Depression and 
declined during the 1950s, grew steadily in the 1960s and 1970s and much 
more sharply among the youth, who were three times more likely to kill 
themselves at the turn of the twenty-first century than in the early 1960s. 
In the realm of suicide, as in the realm of homicide, the United States has 
had much higher rates than other industrialized nations in the last several 
decades. Andrew Oldenquist attributes the rise in youth suicide in the 1960s 
and 1970s to broader social changes: “We have continually diminished the 
bonds of community and the range of demands, duties, and restrictions 
made on our citizens.”31

Indeed, we often seek connection with others not in the prosaic relation-
ships of family and friends but rather through what sociologist Anthony 
Giddens aptly terms “pure relationships” pursued “solely for whatever 
rewards that relationship as such can deliver.” These intense interactions 
“can by definition no longer be anchored in criteria outside the relation-
ship itself—such as kinship, social duty or traditional obligation.”32 As legal 
scholar Milton C. Regan Jr. puts it, romance has become “an individual 
quest for authentic self-definition rather than, as with the Victorians, con-
duct that occurs within the context of a set of relationships.”33

Radical libertarianism makes all relationships contingent. “In lasting 
commitments, liquid modern reason spies out oppression; in durable engage-
ment, it sees incapacitating dependency,” Zygmunt Bauman summarizes.34

Perhaps the most obvious way in which choice has affected families has 
been our reluctance or our inability to form lasting ones. A growing propor-
tion of people, particularly poorer people, have chosen not to marry since 
the early 1960s. Because marriage and child rearing commonly lead to fur-
ther social contacts and commitments, the decline of the family has played a 
major role in the broader decline of sociality. Those who have married have 
done do, on average, much later in life, and they are much more likely than 
before to divorce. The spread of much-improved employment opportunities 
and birth control have combined to make marriage optional for a growing 
number of young women, especially. The median age, at marriage, stood 
at 20.3 and 22.8 for women and men, respectively, in 1950. In 1992 it had 
increased to 24.4 and 26.5. The divorce rate rose from just under ten per 
one thousand married women per year in the mid-1950s to about twenty-
three in the late 1970s, after which it declined slightly. Childless marriages 
have also become acceptable. The fertility rate peaked at 3.6 in the 1950s 
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and declined precipitously to 1.67 in 1985, as people no longer felt com-
pelled to or required to have children. A whopping 82 percent of women 
in a mid-1980s survey felt that children were not essential to a happy mar-
riage. In a society devoted to self-development, sacrificing hundreds of thou-
sands of dollars and decades of one’s life to the hard work of raising children 
made less and less sense to more and more people. As one woman explained, 
“Goodness, I’ve got my hands full nurturing the child with-in me!”35 These 
choices have not constituted a rejection of marriage. Far from it. Right into 
the early twenty-first century, opinion polls showed that the overwhelm-
ing majority of couples expected to have very satisfying marriages. Unlike 
Europe, where couples often choose long-term cohabitation over marriage, 
U.S. couples seldom take cohabitation very seriously.

Americans are prone to give up on marriages that are less than ideal, often 
for reasons that seem trivial. A 1993 issue of Redbook reported a woman’s 
pride upon terminating a marriage of twenty-one years “that didn’t lack love 
but did lack passion. I’m not doing that again.” A man justified leaving his 
wife and children for a younger woman he supervised by invoking a familiar 
mantra: “I decided I had a right to be happy.”36 “We are in the business of 
saving individuals, not marriages,” remarked one therapist when confronted 
with a client who expressed a desire to rebuild his marriage. “The deeper 
logic of expressive divorce was the logic of capitalism,” notes Barbara Dafoe 
Whitehead in The Divorce Culture.37 Modern consumers are predisposed to 
embrace novelty over stability. “Much as consumer products may serve as 
the locus of amorphous yearnings that consumption never quite satisfies,” 
Regan explains, “so the family may serve as a highly charged symbol of inti-
macy that actual family life rarely realizes.”38

Modern adults commonly embrace youth and childhood as an Edenic 
state. This idea has roots in the nineteenth century, when the growing mid-
dle-class associated children and childhood with innocence. It has acceler-
ated over the past several decades, as parenting, particularly among the white 
middle class, has become less and less authoritarian. President Nixon decried 
the “fog of permissiveness” that had enveloped the nation, but his wife, Pat, 
recalled that she and her husband “never said a harsh word to the girls” 
and “didn’t try to dominate.”39 “Don’t worry about ‘spoiling’ the baby,” 
remarked Benjamin Spock in the 1980 edition of his widely read guide to 
baby and child care.40

Many adults are committed to prolonging or recapturing childhood. 
Children’s literature and movies since the 1960s, and especially the 1970s, 
have commonly depicted children as being more capable than adults. The 
young boy in ET is left to his own devices, and the children in most any 
modern sitcom are at least as mature as their fathers. It is unclear whether 
people have created and consumed these sort of images as part of an embrace 
of childhood or as a half-conscious, guilty acknowledgement of the extent 
to which these caricatures resemble reality. Many adults by the late twenti-
eth century were dressing, speaking, and playing much like their children. 
Clothes are marketed to “the mother who tries to look 15.” Popular  culture 
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became obsessed with shallow celebrities and adolescent themes. The most 
popular Google searches for 2004 were, in order: Britney Spears, Paris Hilton, 
Christina Aguilera, and Pamela Anderson. The top two movies were Shrek 
2 and Spider-Man 2. Cultural critic Benjamin Barber argues in Consumed 
that this form of capitalism essentially seeks to infantilize adults, to foster 
“a culture of impetuous consumption.”41 People are continually encouraged 
to choose impulse over deliberation, feeling over reason, dogmatism over 
doubt, play over work, private over public, and so on. Any thoughtful person 
who spends an hour, let alone a day, sampling modern television will have a 
hard time disagreeing with this.

Children have come to symbolize and to embody our deepest aspirations 
and fears. Reports of child abuse skyrocketed in the 1960s and especially 
1970s, rising from less than 10,000 in 1967 to nearly 700,000 in 1976 and 
2 million in 1985, when concerns over missing children peaked. Social sci-
entists have identified this widespread, exaggerated fear of child kidnapping 
and molestation as a form of “moral panic” that commonly accompanies 
acute “social strain.” The belief that our children are at high risk of being 
harmed by “predatory deviants” serves to express our “doubts about the 
modern world.”42 “When a child is abducted,” observes historian Paula Fass, 
“not only is the future we envisage for the child gone . . . , but so is the very 
dream of our own future with and through the child.”43 Well-to-do parents 
commonly speak of wanting their children “to be the best that they can be,” 
of being “the best” rather than “normal.” They claim that affording children 
a sense of privacy and uniqueness will foster achievement. Likewise, Annette 
Lareau’s in-depth observations of a dozen families revealed that middle-class 
parents commonly encourage their children to negotiate with them—both 
because they believe that these qualities will lead to success and because they 
are not confident that they are right and their children are wrong.44 Modern, 
“liquid” life pairs unprecedented freedom with widespread uncertainty over 
how to use it.

Our unwillingness to impose boundaries on our children reflects our 
own desire for perfect freedom, for if children cannot be free, what chance 
do adults have?

It is highly ironic, then, that children’s welfare has in many ways declined 
over the past few decades, and for reasons that are much more prosaic and 
controllable than is child abduction. Child poverty has risen, and children’s 
health has deteriorated. Parents are spending less time with their children. 
Parents, by the 1980s, were expressing less concern over their children’s 
futures than they did before. The percentage citing “aspirations for children” 
as what they most wanted in life dropped from 35 percent in 1964 to 8 per-
cent in 1981. Only about one-quarter of children see their divorced fathers 
once a month, and by the time the children reach the age of fifteen, divorced 
fathers live, on an average, four hundred miles away. This is not always the 
choice of the father. But one’s own happiness commonly comes first. “To 
follow one’s bliss is in my opinion the single most important example a father 
or a mother can set for their child,” remarks radical environmentalist Paul 
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Watson. “I would never abandon my dreams for domestic enslavement.” In 
“The Real Thing,” Kenny Loggins explains to his hurt and confused daugh-
ter that he is leaving her mother “for you, and for me” because “love” is the 
“only one thing, [t]hat you can never give up.” This is no longer a deviant 
point of view. The proportion of people who agreed that a couple should not 
stay together for their children stood at 51 percent in 1962 and shot up to 
85 percent in 1982.45

Childhood has become particularly difficult for poor children, especially 
the children of parents troubled by addiction and alienation. Remarked a 
young delinquent in Bergenfield, New Jersey, in the late 1970s, “Our par-
ents are just like us!”46 Powers aptly terms the intensely alienated delinquents 
of Hannibal, Missouri, as “feral children”—youth that have been essentially 
unparented and unsocialized.47

But not all of the feral children are from poor or even divorced fami-
lies. Consider Bernard Lefkowitz’s exploration of a rape committed in 1989 
by popular high school boys in Glen Ridge, a prosperous New Jersey sub-
urb, or Alexandra Robbins’s account of sorority life at Southern Methodist 
University in the late 1990s. Or talk to teachers or counselors at upper-
middle-class high schools. All tell the same stories of casual sex, widespread 
drug and alcohol use, and a sense of privilege often nurtured by parents 
who assert that their progeny should not be subjected to ordinary social 
constraints. Many people who have come of age since the 1960s recall an 
acute sense of disorientation. Philosophers Joseph Heath and Andrew Potter 
observe that “the sexual revolution had the effect of destroying all of the tra-
ditional social norms that had governed relations between the sexes, without 
replacing them with any new ones.” “The result,” they conclude, “was not 
liberation, it was hell.”48 Elizabeth Wurtzel writes of a generation “born into 
homes that had already fallen apart, fathers on the lam, mothers on the floor, 
no sense of security and safety, no sense of home at all.”49

Divorce has become so widespread in part because people bring such 
high expectations to marriage. Popular music and movies commonly depict 
romantic love as both transcendent and ephemeral. Advertisements com-
monly show love—like consumption—transpiring outside the realm of 
everyday life: in nature, for example, where the couple is socially isolated. 
Indeed, nearly all of the people interviewed in one study identified their 
most romantic relationships as being intense and short-lived. But marriage 
is seldom a series of intensely romantic moments. It is much more likely, 
in the words of Marilyn Monroe, to be a “crazy, difficult friendship with 
sexual privileges.”50 Modern prosperity and conveniences notwithstanding, 
marriage still largely consists of the mundane, shared work of running a 
household and often of child rearing.

People’s expectations for and capacity to tolerate marriage has headed in 
opposite directions. Certainly the skyrocketing divorce rate is evidence of 
that. The children of unmarried parents in Sweden are more likely to stay 
together than the children of married couples in the United States. Even 
marriages that have survived have evidently become less close and satisfying. 



THE AMERICAN FAMILY124

Sociologist Norval Glenn examined a broad set of data from the early 1970s 
to the late 1980s and concluded: “The probability of attaining marital suc-
cess, in a first marriage or at all,” had declined.51

The prevalence of divorce would be much less problematic if children 
were not so conservative. The impact of divorce on children has been a 
contentious field of academic and popular study for decades. But a rough 
consensus has emerged. Children of divorced parents are more likely than 
those in more stable homes to exhibit a wide range of social and personal 
problems, from suicide to low achievement in school. Their own marriages 
are more likely to be problematic and to end in divorce. These are tenden-
cies, not predictions, and most children of divorce are productive citizens. 
Divorce in fact tends to improve the lives of children with highly combative 
or abusive parents, for it removes them from a stressful environment. But 
both statistical and anecdotal evidence suggests that children would be 
better off if parents who simply felt unfulfilled by their spouses stayed in 
the marriage and in the home. As Avner Offer puts it, “it is the amicable 
divorce that breaks up an apparently successful household, and delivers a 
shock to unsuspecting children.”52 Those who leave a serviceable spouse in 
search of a soul mate may well become happier, but at the expense of their 
children.

The proliferation of blended families illustrates the possibilities and pit-
falls of our more fluid families. On the one hand, when parents—particularly 
single mothers—marry, their children are offered households with higher 
incomes and many more kin for everyone—additional parents, grandparents, 
children, siblings, aunts, and uncles. Yet researchers find that remarriage, in 
the main, does not compensate for the traumas of divorce. Remarriage, after 
all, brings its own set of challenges, and remarriages are more likely than 
first marriages to end in divorce, particularly double remarriages involving 
stepchildren. Hence children frequently lose the kin temporarily acquired 
through remarriage.

Andrew J. Cherlin in The Marriage-Go-Round lays out a strong case for 
choosing single parenthood over a succession of partners. Eight percent of 
children in the United States have lived with three or more stepfathers or 
their mothers’ live-in boyfriends by the age of fifteen. This is four times the 
rate than for any other country apart from Sweden, where the correspond-
ing statistic is just 3 percent. Children born to single mothers commonly do 
better at school and have fewer behavior problems than do children who have 
suffered through a series of family transitions. “Children living with married 
stepparents don’t do better, on average, than children living with lone par-
ents,” concludes Cherlin, “and children living with cohabiting stepparents 
may do even worse.”53

Cherlin aptly captures Americans’ unique attachment to marriage and 
freedom. People in the United States remain much more likely than do 
Europeans to marry and divorce. Cherlin suggests that these two trends in 
fact help to explain each other. Early marriage is a strong predictor of divorce 
(which is why Republican, Bible-belt states have such high divorce rates), and 
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the same idealism that prompts couples to marry before they are ready can 
prompt them to divorce before they should.

Our marital struggles also owe much to men’s inability to come to terms 
with both obligation and androgeny. Masculinity, as traditionally under-
stood, has become something of an anachronism. The new economy favors 
communication and collaboration rather than upper-body strength and 
competitiveness. Ever-rising expectations for families’ material quality of 
life, coupled with falling wages and rising unemployment in occupations 
dominated by men, has drawn more and more women into the workforce. 
Women constituted 46 percent of the labor force by 1994.54 Women from 
poorer families are much more likely than men from poorer families to go 
to college, and elite colleges have quietly undertaken affirmative-action 
programs for men to ensure that gender ratios do not become too skewed. 
Traditional notions of domestic divisions of labor no longer make sense. It is 
both sensible and fair for husbands and fathers to surrender the traditional 
male prerogatives associated with being the breadwinner and to shoulder 
their fair burden of bathroom cleaning, clothes folding, diaper changing, 
and even birthday planning.

This has not happened. Husbands’ contributions to housework rose sig-
nificantly in the 1960s through the mid 1980s, when it topped out at about 
one-third or one-half of what the average wife did. Men, moreover, tend to 
gravitate toward more recreational forms of housework, such as yard work 
and playing with the children, while wives are far more likely to do the 
essentials: cooking, cleaning, dishwashing, and laundry. Wives are also much 
more likely to be in charge of organizing and planning family life, creating 
menus, arranging for child care, making doctor and dentist appointments, 
and keeping in touch with kin, for example. “It’s like I run the whole show,” 
complains a twenty-eight-year-old factory worker. “If I don’t stay on top of 
it all, things fall apart because nobody else is going to do it. The kids can’t 
and Nick, well, forget it.”55 Husbands are much more likely to view their 
homes as a lair or recreational center rather than as a workplace. “Everybody 
needs a wife,” remarks sociologist Miriam Johnson, “but it is men who get 
them.”56

Much male privilege remains, and most men do not want to give it up. As 
husbands do more housework and child care, they tend to become less happy 
whereas their wives become more happy. Women are more likely to prefer 
shared decision making, to work as a team. Most men still prefer to be the 
family’s main wage earner and to emphasize that part of their role. They tend 
to be happier and to change less in their marriages than women do.

Andrew Hacker’s Mismatch: The Growing Gulf Between Women and Men 
makes a strong case that the sexes are in fact becoming less, rather than more, 
similar. “We are witnessing,” he remarks, “a women’s liberation which grows 
from taking on obligations, while its male counterpart is based on aban-
doning them.”57 For men, marriage tends to be about fun, not work. Larry 
Colton recalls being a father in the last half of the 1960s, of giving his little 
girl “piggyback rides, reading her Dr. Seuss bedtime stories, quacking like 
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Donald Duck, staying up until 5 A.M. on Christmas Eve desperately trying to 
assemble ‘Clyde,’ her super-deluxe rocking horse. But I also wanted to jump 
bones on every woman who walked by, be one with the sexual revolution.”58 
John Updike’s Harry Engstrom or “Rabbit,” who debuted in 1960, returned 
to his wife and surviving child in a subsequent novel, but by his mid-40s had 
concluded, “The entire squeezed and cut-down shape of his life is her fault; 
at every turn she has been a wall to his freedom.”59 Despite the lamenta-
tions over the impact of feminism on the family, the modern cult of self-
indulgence has affected men much more than it has affected women. Hence 
mothers are much more likely than are fathers to try to gain custody of their 
children in the event of a divorce. Men tend to link fathering with marriage, 
to view being a husband, father, breadwinner, and home owner as a “package 
deal.”60 Close to half the total number of children in the United States spend 
at least part of their childhoods apart from their biological fathers.

Gender differences emerge well before marriage. Sharon Thompson’s 
interviews of hundreds of teenage girls conducted from 1978 to 1986 found 
that they commonly embraced sex within a romantic, mutually respectful 
relationship, an expectation that almost inevitably brought disappointment. 
A 1991 Gallup survey found that nearly twice as many young men as women 
welcomed “more acceptance of sexual freedom.” An experiment from 1978 
to the late 1980s entailed research assistants propositioning attractive mem-
bers of the opposite gender. Virtually none of the women agreed to have sex, 
and more than half of the men did.61 Young men commonly spend much of 
their time playing video games, viewing pornography, and pursuing promis-
cuity, while their female counterparts wait for the men, in the words of one 
young woman, to “grow up a little.”62

Women and men agree that gender equity is a laudable value. Studies from 
the past few decades reveal a steady increase in the proportion of people who 
believe that women and men are equal and that couples should share decision 
making. But the reality is commonly at odds with the rhetoric. My wife, a 
mental-health therapist, sums up the differences between how her male and 
female clients approach their families: “I versus we,” respectively. Indeed, 
researchers who probe beneath the veneer of mutually assured equality find 
that husbands continue to enjoy and exercise substantial privileges, from 
where the couple lives to what television shows they watch.

“Almost all of us describe our marriages as equal,” remarks social com-
mentator Susan Maushart. “The evidence indicates that nine out of ten of us 
are lying.”63 For more educated couples, to admit to being in a relationship in 
which the man does not pull his weight is to acknowledge having failed. Arlie 
Russell Hochschild cites the case of Nancy, a social worker, and Evan, a sales-
man, whose quarrels escalated when Nancy resolved that Evan should do his 
fair share of the housework and child care. After contemplating separation, 
they resolved their impasse by having her “do the upstairs and Evan does the 
downstairs and the dog.”64 The upstairs included everything but the garage.

Gender differences have also proved to be very stubborn in parenting. 
Fathers tend to approach parenting far more differently than their wives do. 



FREEDOM’S FLORESCENCE 127

They commonly devote more time to play than to care, and this play is 
often secondary to (accompanied by) watching television or doing chores. 
Such fathers, notes sociologist Ralph LaRossa, are “technically present but 
functionally absent.”65 A survey of scholarly literature by Timothy J. Biblarz 
and Judith Stacey that was published in 2010 suggests that women tend to 
be more effective parents than men. Fathers are, on average, less engaged 
with their children, less adept at disciplining, and more likely to treat their 
sons and daughters differently. Fathers are also more likely (relative to the 
time they spend with their children) to abuse them physically and sexually. 
Of course children tend to do better when there are two engaged parents 
in their lives. But fathers’ capacity to parent actually increases when they are 
single parents, in part because they feel compelled to take on some roles that 
are considered feminine. By the same token, gay men do better, on aver-
age, than heterosexual men. The children who are most likely to have the 
fewest behavior problems and to manifest the highest degree of attachment 
are those who have been raised by two mothers, pairings that “typically 
bestow a double dose of caretaking, communication, and intimacy”—of, in 
short, what is commonly known as mothering.66 This finding of course goes 
against the common assumptions that children—particularly boys—founder 
without fathers. But Biblarz and Stacey point out that researchers commonly 
conflate the presence of two parents with heterosexual parenting. Having 
two parental figures is very important, but so is the quality of their care, and 
women tend to be more effective parents than men.

The appearance of gay and lesbian families is one of the signal devel-
opments of modern life. Until early in the twentieth century, Westerners 
associated homosexuality with same-gender sexual activities rather than with 
a durable or inherent gay or lesbian sexual identity. Even as gay and les-
bian communities arose—both discursively and socially—gay and lesbian 
relationships did not and could not resemble heterosexual marriage; such 
relationships were illegal, and the medical and psychological professions stig-
matized homosexuality as they “discovered” it. Even as the growth of cities 
and urban subcultures abetted the spread of gay and lesbian culture, durable 
gay and lesbian relationships became in some respects more difficult than 
they were during the nineteenth century, when same-sex couples were more 
able to live together without suspicion or comment. Buffalo’s postwar lesbi-
ans who were married (to men) and who had children waited until their chil-
dren were grown to divorce their husbands. One recalled that her girlfriend 
lived with her and her husband and children and that her husband “didn’t 
know the relationships. . . . It was like two lives I had to lead, without hurting 
one or the other.” Among lesbians who were not tied down by children, on 
the other hand, love reigned supreme in the 1940s and 1950s, a preoccupa-
tion that frequently led to the same “system of serial monogamy” that char-
acterizes so many modern heterosexual marriages.67 Many gay and lesbian 
radicals have associated monogamy with heterosexuality and oppression. 
Couples might even have sex with others out of a sense of “political duty.” 
“We wanted to create a new society,” one woman recalls, “though I don’t 
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think anybody was very comfortable with it—and it just didn’t work.”68 Gay 
men, like men in general, tended to embrace promiscuity with more enthusi-
asm. A major survey conducted in the early 1980s found that just 36 percent 
of gay men who were in relationships reported that it was important for 
them to be monogamous, which was half the rate of lesbians who were in 
relationships.69 Philip Gefter recalled the New York gay scene in the 1970s 
as a kaleidoscope of drugs, music, and frequent and varied sexual encounters, 
including an early morning encounter when he and his fellows streamed out 
of a disco to dance “under the stars as the sun was coming up. And I believed 
at that moment in time that we were having more fun than anybody in the 
history of civilization had ever had.”70

But as the twentieth century drew to a close, more and more lesbian and 
gay couples were fighting for their right to marry and to have children. Gay 
Pride marchers chanted, “We’re here and we’re gay and we’re in the PTA.”71 
This embrace of stability owed something to the horrible toll that the AIDS 
epidemic inflicted on the gay community. A growing sobriety (much tradi-
tional gay and lesbian culture had focused on bars) movement also nurtured 
a general emphasis on self-restraint. The growing tolerance toward gays and 
lesbians in the broader culture has made it easier—though by no means 
easy—for same-sex couples to live openly in stable, committed relationships 
and to have children. By the twenty-first century, most American agreed that 
a same-sex couple living with children constituted a family, and the percent-
age that felt so was rising. By the 1990s, many parented high-needs foster 
children, and a growing number of agencies allowed gay couples to adopt. 
Even radicals, who associate family life with oppression, commonly argue 
that those who wish to marry or to have children should be free to do so. 
Activist Tom Stoddard in 1996 described the gay movement as working for 
“a richer, more diverse, more compassionate culture, in which everyone feels 
the possibility of self-expression and self-actualization.”72 As with modern 
feminism, self-expression and self-actualization can take myriad forms. For a 
lesbian couple I know, who met at an evangelical college, it has meant largely 
devoting their lives to their adopted children. To a young boi (boyish) lesbian 
who was overheard at the Meow Mix bar in New York, it means adopting 
the same sort of attitude to femmes that feckless heterosexual men com-
monly express: “I fucked her and that was cool. But now she’s like, e-mailing 
me and I’m just like, chill out bitch!”73 Modern life has presented gays and 
lesbians with unprecedented choices to pursue meaning inside and outside 
committed relationships.

Gay and lesbian people and couples have been both on the leading edge 
of and a counterweight to a society that is based on the pursuit of pleasure. 
The broader society’s embrace of sexual relations as an end in itself rather 
than for procreation and marriage owes something to the example of gay 
relations. Gay, lesbian, and transgendered people and communities have 
long dropped rigid judgements and have accepted people as they are. They 
have also personified the individual’s search for his or her true self. When 
gays and lesbians speak of the struggle to live truly and authentically, their 
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words resonate with most straight people and dovetail with an embracing 
of freedom and a shedding of “hang ups.” But gays and lesbians also com-
monly form tight kinship networks in a fragmented society. As Kath Weston 
points out in Families We Choose, urban lesbians and gays create communi-
ties characterized by fluidity, breadth, and intensity in which sexuality and 
friendship overlap, and ex-lovers commonly remain friends.74 Gay men find 
most of their friends within gay communities, and their friendships are both 
more numerous and emotionally richer than the friendships of heterosexual 
men. The small number of straight men with gay friends find these relation-
ships “to be less instrumental, less rigid, more intimate, and more open than 
their friendships with other heterosexual men.”75 Gays and lesbians now face 
less oppression, but not to the extent that they have become like, say, third-
generation Polish Americans, who have largely dissolved into the larger and 
highly atomized whole. Gays and lesbians often reside in intense, rich com-
munities of fictive kin.

The past half-century has also created unprecedented opportunities for 
people of different ethnic groups to form families. Racial categories such 
as “white,” “black,” “Indian,” and “Mexican” have always been culturally 
constructed and problematic. Most people who are considered “black” in 
the United States have had some white or Native American ancestry, for 
example, and the term “Mexican” subsumes a mestizo nation of intermin-
gled indigenous, Spanish, and often African ancestry. But these categories, 
their artificiality notwithstanding, have had considerable historical weight, 
and not until 1966 did the United States Supreme Court overturn state laws 
forbidding racial intermarriage. Intermarriages increased sixfold from 1960 
to 1980, when they constituted nearly 2 percent of marriages, and they have 
become much more common since then. Asian Americans and Latinos are 
the most likely to marry outside their ethnic group, but growing numbers 
of African Americans and whites are also making that choice. That people 
who were once forbidden from marrying are now able to do so is another 
manifestation of the expanded choices of modern life, is an expression of, as 
the leading scholar of intermarriage puts it, “Love’s Revolution.”76

The decline in racism has also multiplied the number of white parents 
who have adopted darker-skinned children. The movement began in earnest 
with the adoption of Korean children in the 1950s and expanded to African 
Americans by the 1960s. These adoptees were joined by thousands from 
Central America and China later in the century. Many white parents prefer 
a child who resembles them. But a shortage of adoptable white infants from 
the United States, coupled with a softening of racial prejudice, has afforded 
more and more people with the opportunity to parent.

More and more people are also raising children on their own, without 
a partner. By the early twenty-first century, roughly one child in three was 
born to a single mother. Single mothers are able to have and to raise children 
because the social stigma against their doing so has declined dramatically 
and also due to the expansion of the welfare state in the 1960s and enhanced 
employment opportunities for women. Families that are headed by single 
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mothers are at a very high risk of poverty. Only about one-half of divorced 
fathers regularly support their children, just one in seven fathers who do not 
marry.77 Most single mothers would like to be married. But they see mar-
riage, like child rearing, as a choice rather than as a necessity, a choice that 
will not necessarily improve the lives of their children.

A very significant and often overlooked aspect of the nation’s embrace of 
freedom and choice, then, has been the acceptance and proliferation of new 
forms of families. The spread of personal rights, women’s increased economic 
autonomy, and the uncoupling of sexuality from reproduction have enabled 
families and households to assume many new forms. People who were once 
barred by poverty or prejudice from forming lasting commitments are now 
able to form them. Surely this has been a very positive if often contested 
development, and one that must be laid largely at the doorstep of our larger 
embrace of freedom of choice.

But our valoration of freedom has undermined the foundation of all fami-
lies even as it has allowed new types to appear. Of course instability is noth-
ing new for families. Death and migration commonly fractured families of 
the past. But modern families are both weaker and more isolated from the 
broader forms of kinship and community that used to cushion such losses. 
Nuclear families are both more isolated and more apt to fragment than they 
were in the past.

*  *  *

The young Kurt Cobain had loved being with his parents so much that he 
fought off sleep to prolong their hours together. When his parents divorced, 
nine-year-old Kurt saw all that was dear to him “unravel in front of his 
eyes,” as an aunt observed.78 Kurt eventually funneled this trauma and anger 
into Nirvana, a band whose “Nevermind” zeitgeist articulated a generation’s 
disgust with the pieties, artificialities, and hypocrisies of the “Morning in 
America” Reagan years. “Punk rock is freedom,” asserted Kurt, who prom-
ised to be the sort of father to his young daughter that his own father had 
failed to be. But Kurt Cobain chose to commit suicide before his daugh-
ter had reached her second birthday, leaving her with a larger burden than 
his parents had bequeathed him with. Cobain’s suicide replicated the family 
fragmentation that had damaged his own childhood, and his compelling 
music, like his life, constituted a damning indictment and deconstruction of 
modern pieties without offering a workable alternative for the child and fans 
he left behind. As Ryan Moore puts it, for Cobain’s generation “the rejec-
tion of dominant values and identities cannot be matched by an investment 
in any alternatives.”79

This chapter emphasizes the costs of individualism. Yet the search for 
freedom has bequeathed many impressive gains inside and outside the fam-
ily. Women whose grandmothers faced a choice between poverty and an abu-
sive marriage are now much more able to have satisfying lives as single adults 
and single parents. Many couples have used the freedoms and  opportunities 
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of modern life to craft relationships that are characterized by high levels of 
respect, affection, and flexibility and homes in which kin and neighbors are 
made welcome and children are nurtured and challenged. Many of these 
strong, loving families, moreover, were not tolerated until recently. If free-
dom has made family and obligation optional for most of us, it has also 
made such loving choices possible for a growing range of couples and indi-
viduals, from lesbian and single mothers to interracial couples, families, and 
beyond.

But these diverse people and families confront a challenge that is argu-
ably just as insidious and corrosive as are prejudice and poverty: the flores-
cence of a pleasure-oriented popular culture that touts freedom as the one 
good thing. The libertarian ethos of continual self-gratification is no longer 
a radical or countercultural notion. It has gone mainstream, has become the 
default value that so many of us gravitate to when familial and other social 
commitments begin to bind.

The hippies, campus radicals, and other idealists of the sixties believed that 
they were creating a radical, new counterculture that just might transform 
the Western world. A half-century later, “do your own thing” and “question 
authority” have become clichés of Hollywood, Madison Avenue, and even 
Main Street. The rebel has become everywoman, and certainly, everyman.

The rebel has become trite. Today’s counterculturalists are striving not for 
still more freedom and transgression. They are instead struggling to estab-
lish warm, meaningful networks of obligation in a world that has grown 
hostile to any limit of the self whatsoever.



Chapter 9

Countercultures?

The twentieth century spawned a pair of closely related trends: the spread 
of prosperity and the pursuit of pleasure and freedom that overturned the 
nineteenth-century culture of self-restraint. These trends quickened in the 
1960s and after.

The impact of prosperity on poor and minority families has been com-
plex. On the one hand, rising incomes—often supplemented by federal pro-
grams—have removed, or at least eased, some elements of economic and 
racial inequality and discrimination that had long harmed marginal families. 
On the other hand, prosperity has made reliance on family and kin less nec-
essary. More importantly, especially for African American males, modernity 
has eroded traditional, obligation-oriented cultures. The modern culture of 
self-fulfillment is explicitly multicultural and multiracial. Some of its leading 
icons, from Muhammad Ali to Oprah Winfrey to Tupac Shakur, are black.

To be sure, many minority groups have maintained subcultures and soci-
eties that are characterized by a strong sense of obligation. But such groups 
usually comprise recent immigrants steeped in traditional cultures. The 
organizations that have succeeded best at warding off the pervasive charms 
of modern individualism are both conservative and highly organized: evan-
gelical churches.

*  *  *

The black middle class grew dramatically during the 1960s, a product of both 
sustained prosperity and advances in civil rights that bequeathed political 
power and educational and occupational opportunities. However, progress 
slowed in the 1980s, and by the twenty-first century’s turn, about one-half 
of African American children lived in poverty, another one-quarter in near 
poverty, and the last one-quarter well above the poverty line.1

Middle-class black families are both similar to and different from their 
white counterparts. The great majority of middle-class black children have 
two parents, both of whom work outside the home. African American 
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 women’s growing educational and occupational attainments have been fun-
damental to the rise of the black middle class. They constituted about six 
out of ten black college students by 1982. Middle-class African American 
couples are somewhat more likely to experience a divorce and less likely to 
remarry than their white counterparts, but they are also more likely to share 
housework and practice more flexible gender roles.2

Black middle-class families are more economically vulnerable than white 
ones. In most cases, theirs is the first generation of the family to enjoy eco-
nomic security. These family members’ parents were usually unable to pay 
for their tuition or to bequeath to them substantial inheritances. African 
Americans are often deeply in debt upon finishing college, and even those 
with middle-class incomes tend to lag well behind their white counterparts 
in wealth. By 1995, African Americans with college degrees had 77 percent 
of the income of their white counterparts, 23 percent of their wealth or net 
worth. Since wealth is ordinarily accrued over generations, black professionals 
have much more difficulty in transferring their status to their children than 
do white professionals. Though formal structures of housing segregation 
became illegal in the 1960s and 1970s, de facto racial segregation remains 
commonplace in both housing and education. Middle-class black families, 
including those that have moved to black suburbs, are much more likely than 
are whites to live in or near areas with lots of poverty, crime, and poor schools. 
A resident of Groveland, a black, middle-class Chicago neighborhood, both 
complained of a group of young men congregating or “gangbanging” on her 
corner and explained that she would not give the ringleader’s name to the 
police “because his mama is such a sweet lady.”3 Black, middle-class children 
are much more likely to be exposed to the social problems associated with 
poverty, and their parents are much more likely to be asked for money or 
other forms of economic assistance by family members and friends.

Poorer African Americans face many more hurdles than do poor whites. 
Urban de-industrialization inflicted great harm on black men, who depended 
heavily on blue-collar work. They have been twice as likely to be unem-
ployed than their white counterparts. Between one- quarter and one-third 
of African American men are jailed at some point of their lives, usually for 
relatively minor drug offences. Nearly one black child in five had a par-
ent in prison in 1999. The pervasive unemployment and incarceration of 
black men has played a major role in their shrinking role as husbands and as 
fathers. In 1964, 24 percent of black children were born to single mothers. 
By 2001, this figure rose to 68 percent. Most of these mothers were poor 
and often depended more on government programs such as Aid to Families 
with Dependent Children, food stamps, and Medicaid than on the fathers 
of their children. From 1970 to 2000, the percentage of white women who 
were married fell from just over 80 percent to just over 60 percent. For black 
women, the percentage plummeted from 60 percent to 30 percent. Put 
another way, in the 1980s, the average white woman could expect to spend 
about 43 percent of her life married, whereas the average black woman could 
expect to spend only about 22 percent of her life married.4
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Some poor families did better in the 1990s, when welfare reform and a 
growing economy put single mothers of all ethnicities to work and moved 
some of them above the poverty line. But most single mothers who left wel-
fare joined the working poor, and a significant minority fell into extreme 
poverty, suffering from both unemployment and a fraying welfare state. 
Racial inequality is particularly acute among the poor. African Americans in 
the lowest fifth of income earners have a much lower average net worth than 
their do their white counterparts.5

Racial inequality is closely related to our highly segregated and unequal 
education system. In 1997, just 25 out of 11,000 elementary and middle 
school students in a New York City district were white, and their teachers 
made barely half of what their counterparts in white schools did. Mireya, an 
ambitious student at Los Angeles’s Fremont High School, hoped to go to 
college and wanted to take college-preparation courses. She instead had to 
settle for sewing and hairdressing in order to graduate. A weeping Mireya 
explained, “I don’t want to take hair-dressing. I did not need sewing, either. 
I knew how to sew. My mother is a seamstress in a factory. . . . I hoped for 
something else.” She realized that the children of factory owners had oppor-
tunities to “grow beyond themselves,” while “we remain the same.”6

Such assertions anger conservatives, who argue that a culture of poverty 
has more to do with inequality than does racism—past or present. Their 
arguments are not without merit. Certainly, elements of African American 
culture discourage academic achievement. Geoffrey Canada, the distin-
guished educator and social activist, explains:

“Many children feel that their lives are so harsh, so uncertain, that when they 
see a child doing well in school and adopting middle-class norms and attitudes 
it triggers the reaction ‘You think I’m going to suffer and live a life of fear, fear 
for my future, fear for my safety, fear for my very existence, and you’re gonna 
just waltz through life and make it out of here? No way. You ought to feel pain 
and fear and doubt just like the rest of us.’ ”

As one of his classmates put it to him at their New York junior high school 
in 1966, “We’ll fuck all of you up. You, that sissy I just fucked up, and all the 
rest of you eggheads.”7 Nathan McCall recalls how in the early 1970s the 
movies and soundtracks to “Superfly” and “The Mack” prompted a “fashion 
revolution,” as “brothers shifted from Black Power chic to gangster buf-
foon.” Politics became more personal, as the films inspired “cats who wanted 
to be players, cool and confident dudes who lived life on their terms, not the 
white man’s.” But they channeled this rebelliousness into drug dealing and 
pimping, “preying on their own people.”8

As sociologist Orlando Patterson points out, young black men are suscep-
tible to an ethos of under-achievement, not simply or even primarily because 
they reject the norms of mainstream, white culture, but because so much of 
white, mainstream culture constructs and perpetuates an ethos of black irre-
sponsibility. Whites have always imbued or associated blackness with  passion 
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and with emotionalism. In the nineteenth century, that association was 
no compliment. But since then, whites have increasingly embraced a black 
culture of emotion and excitement. Young black men, commonly depicted 
as rappers, thugs, and pimps, are now the leading icons of cool. Patterson 
points out that many young black men choose “hanging out on the street 
after school, shopping and dressing sharply, sexual conquests, party drugs, 
hip-hop music and culture” over grinding away at their schoolwork both 
because of the intrinsic pleasure of the “cool-pose culture” and because it 
grants “them a great deal of respect from white youths.” Young black men 
generally have high levels of self-esteem—regardless of their academic per-
formance. They are enmeshed in a “Dionysian trap,” a subculture that both 
nourishes their self-respect and exacerbates their economic and social mar-
ginalization.9 The cool-pose culture has a wicked underside. The homicide 
rate among black males has remained several times as high as it is among 
whites, and the overwhelming majority of black victims are killed by black 
men. White youths usually participate in the cool-pose culture more selec-
tively than do their black counterparts, and police officers, judges, and oth-
ers forgive and forget their transgressions more readily. Moreover, though 
street-savvy black men may be lionized on MTV, the association of black-
ness with violence and emotional expressiveness has much less cachet among 
employers—let alone wives, children, and other kin. The black man, notes 
David Marriott, is commonly represented as “a being incapable of inhibition, 
morals or ideas; . . . a being whose violent, sexual criminality is incapable of 
any lasting, or real relationships, only counterfeit, or trickery; a being who 
remains a perpetual child, rather than a father.”10 All black men are limited 
and damaged by this stereotype, particularly those who try to live it out.

Independence, irresponsibility, and short-term pleasure are all the more 
compelling when the alternatives to them are remote. Elliott Liebow pointed 
out in the 1960s that “the constant awareness of a future loaded with ‘trou-
ble’ results in a constant readiness to leave, to ‘make it,’ to ‘get out of town,’ 
and discourages the man from sinking roots into the world he lives in,” from 
putting money in the bank or committing to a wife and children. Indeed, 
“marriage is an occasion of failure,” since it requires one “to live with your 
failure, to be confronted by it day in and day out.” Black fathers commonly 
gained more status through supporting the children of other men rather 
than their own; the community respected men who offered even modest 
gifts of time and money to the children of another man. Much higher, seem-
ingly unobtainable expectations adhered to biological fatherhood. Many 
poor men instead turned to the male conviviality of the street corner, a place 
where a man is reassured that “his marriage did not fail because he failed 
as breadwinner and head of the family but because his wife refused to put 
up with his manly appetite for whiskey and other women.”11 Lee Rainwater 
found similar dynamics at work in St. Louis’s massive Pruitt-Igoe hous-
ing project. A husband’s familial status rested “narrowly on his ability to 
bring money into the household,” and wives were “often ready to blame an 
unemployed husband for his unemployment.” Husbands often reacted to 
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these expectations “with prickly self-defensiveness”; violence and arguments 
often erupted when men lost their jobs. Young men, especially, sought status 
not through work and marriage but via sexual conquest (“one of the few 
resources for self enhancement that is plentiful in their environment”) or by 
pimping or “ ‘running games’ on friends and strangers of both sexes.” None 
of these activities abetted in ensuring that marriages or families endured. 
But the whole concept of calculating long-term rewards of any sort made 
little sense at Pruitt-Igoe. Poor people, noted Rainwater, “cannot choose 
between immediate and deferred gratifications; the only gratifications avail-
able must be taken when they occur or must be forgone entirely.”12 Elijah 
Anderson described young black men in the 1990s who were obsessed with 
sexual conquest, with various strategies of “getting over” young women’s 
defenses without “playing house” (getting married).13 Again, this was, in 
some respects, a rational response to a situation in which being a successful 
father (making a good, steady income at a respectable job) seemed out of 
reach. Low-income, poorly educated young black men could pursue low-
paying service jobs, many of which entailed expensive and time-consuming 
commutes to white suburbs where they felt unwelcome. Or they could sell 
drugs, live off the earnings of women, or construct some other sort of hustle. 
Warren Kimbro, a former Black Panther, who in the 1990s ran a halfway 
house for former convicts, noted that he could not find his clients “a job that 
pays them as much as they make dealing drugs.” Yet drugs are “a new form 
a slavery,” for cocaine has been able to “destroy a culture, a people, a way of 
life.”14 They have exacerbated crime, imprisonment, poverty, poor parenting, 
and the flight of middle-class families even as they have become many black 
men’s best chance at making a decent living.

Poor black men face many barriers to being effective fathers. A turn-of-the 
century study of thirty-six low-income African American fathers living apart 
from the mothers of their biological children in Milwaukee found that all 
of the men tried to keep in contact with those children. Many of the young 
fathers, especially, asserted that they did not want to be absent, as their own 
fathers had been. They or their kin often contributed at least sporadically to 
their children’s upkeep. However, all but three faced criminal or civil actions 
in a two-year period, and eleven were incarcerated for not paying child sup-
port. Only one father had completely paid his child support. Two had been 
murdered.15

Simply urging a poor black mother to find a husband has seldom worked. 
Journalist Katherine Boo, early in the twenty-first century, chronicled the 
dogged attempts of two women in Oklahoma City to follow the dictates 
of the Bush administration’s “marriage cure” for poverty. The course’s 
teacher, a pastor, conceded privately that the odds were stacked against Kim 
Henderson. “She lives in an isolated neighborhood where most of the males 
have abandoned hope in schools, legit jobs, the system,” he summarized. 
“The way they tell it to me, they [the men] see three ways to get out of the 
ghetto: through professional sports, through rapping, and through crime.” 
Indeed, on her way home from the marriage class an older man presented 
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himself: “Now, for my part, I believe you have a beautiful face and a nice 
body. Are you over eighteen? I’ll be getting out of the halfway house in sev-
eral months and I’d like to buy you a steak.”16

If poor black men are often seduced by the culture of the “cool pose” 
to live up to their image of America’s quintessential individualists, their 
female counterparts reside near the opposite end of the spectrum. Rainwater 
found that the families of the Pruitt-Igoe project had a “pervasive matrifocal 
emphasis” in the early 1960s—whether or not husbands were present. Carol 
Stack’s study of poor African Americans in a small, southern Illinois city in 
the late 1960s and early 1970s described a world of highly interdependent 
mothers who relied heavily on female kin—actual and fictive—to support 
their families. Ruby Banks, who had just traded hot corn bread and beans 
with her baby’s aunt for diapers and milk, put it this way: “You have to have 
help from everybody and anybody, so don’t turn no one down when they 
come round for help.”17 The high stakes of these intensely reciprocal rela-
tionships often made them volatile, and sharing could keep everyone alive, 
but poor. Stack conceded that the expectation that financial windfalls would 
be widely distributed often kept families from bettering their condition—by 
investing in better housing, for example. But it also kept everyone alive and 
fed. Shaquena, raised by her grandmother since the age of ten, described a 
kin network in Harlem in the 1990s as including an aunt across the street, a 
“guy down the hall” who “give us stuff,” and a best friend who lived upstairs 
with her grandmother, who “keep a kitchen full of food.”18

Motherhood makes perfect sense in this context. For poor women, “the 
road to adulthood, success, and social membership seems out of reach in 
almost every way—except through the fulfillment of your role as a mother.”19 

As a low-income, African American mother of three young children recently 
put it, “I’m complete, and I’ve done what I am supposed to do.” “I don’t see 
myself as being an individual anymore, really,” she continued. “Everything I 
do is mostly centered around my children, to make their lives better.”20 Their 
parenting styles tend to be old- fashioned. Adrie Kusserow’s examination of 
neighborhoods around New York City reveals that poor parents tend to both 
nurture a sense of toughness in and demand respect from their children. 
One espoused the widely touted ideal of encouraging her child to “be her 
own person” before shouting, “because I’m your mother and you do what I 
tell you to do” at her child.21 Motherhood constitutes for such young women 
a rare opportunity for both status and satisfaction and often, in the words 
of anthropologist Katherine Newman, “catalyzes a sense of responsibility, of 
having someone important to provide for.”22

Providing for one’s children has become more difficult over the past gen-
eration for poor and working-class people of all ethnicities. By 1990, chil-
dren were more likely to live in poverty than were the elderly. Globalization 
moved many manufacturing jobs overseas, and the arrival of millions of 
immigrants willing to work for relatively low wages resulted in their being 
fewer manufacturing jobs available for unskilled, native-born workers. Many 
poor and even middle-class families found themselves without medical 
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 coverage. Indeed, major illness joins unemployment and divorce as the three 
crises that most commonly plunge working families into poverty.

Working-class men have had a particularly difficult time adjusting to 
these challenges. Their wages have steadily declined since the 1970s as their 
wives have entered colleges and the workforce. Most of these wives work at 
jobs that offer little pay or satisfaction; they would rather work fewer hours 
outside the home, or not at all. Since that is usually not a viable option, they 
expect their husbands—who commonly work and earn less than they do—to 
shoulder more of the work at home. Yet white, working-class husbands com-
monly resist that expectation. “I just want him to help out a little more,” 
remarks a thirty-five-year-old office worker. “But every time I try to talk to 
him, you know, to ask him if I couldn’t get a little more help around here, 
there’s a fight.”23 A recent survey of marital satisfaction concludes that of 
five major types of couples, young, working-class, dual-earners “appeared 
to be the most troubled, with a below-average level of marital happiness and 
modestly elevated levels of marital conflict, problems, and divorce prone-
ness.” Husbands commonly complained about their wives’ work outside the 
home, and wives commonly complained of husbands’ lack of work inside 
the home.24 Middle-class husbands can afford to at least pay lip service to the 
new, androgynous gender norms because their remunerative jobs offer them 
a stable source of income and masculine status inside and outside the home. 
Men with less education and job security are acutely aware that their position 
in both the community and their families has declined and requires them to 
be on the cutting edge of shifting gender roles, which many of them resent 
and reject. Jefferson Cowie’s Stayin’ Alive: The 1970s and the Last Days of the 
Working Class details how the working-class drifted from collectivist unions 
to dreams of “individual emancipation” articulated by artists such as Bruce 
Springsteen.25 Confronted with boyfriends or spouses who commonly lack 
both the capacity to earn good money or to engage more fully with their 
families, many poor white and black mothers alike have concluded that they 
are better off single—even after the extensive cuts in social welfare instituted 
over the past generation. One-third of marriages of women without high 
school diplomas end within five years, a rate nearly triple that of women with 
college degrees.26

A century ago, poor working-class people were apt to be recent immi-
grants from Europe. Most of their children and grandchildren lived much 
more comfortable and less traditional lives by the last half of the twentieth 
century. Second, and particularly, third-generation Italians, Poles, and other 
immigrants from southern and eastern Europe commonly climbed onto 
at least the bottom rungs of the middle class, moved away from ethnically 
homogeneous neighborhoods, and married outside their ethnic groups. By 
the 1970s, celebrating one’s (often highly selected) European ethnic heritage 
through crafts, holidays, and bumper stickers had become commonplace—a 
sure indication that more substantial aspects of ethnicity had vanished.

Jews represented something of an exception for most of the twentieth cen-
tury, as they constituted a highly distinctive ethnic and religious subculture. 
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But the decline of anti-Semitism and the spread of prosperity eroded Jewish 
communities after World War II, and by the 1970s, a sociologist remarked 
that Jewish families were on the “SCIDs,” as they were “single, childless, 
intermarried, and divorced.”27 Jewish American families had become all-
too-American. A growing minority of Jewish families turned from reformed 
to Orthodox Judaism to connect with a tradition, a sense of “belonging to a 
people,” as some women put it.28

Asian immigrants have resembled Jewish Americans in many ways. 
They were much more coherent and discriminated against than were most 
European immigrant groups, tended to focus on educational attainment, 
and enjoyed much more tolerance and economic success after World War II, 
when intermarriage and other signs of acculturation rose. Asian immigration 
surged again in the 1960s, after the federal government reversed the system 
of racial and racist quotas that it had instituted in the early 1920s. Over the 
past forty years, the descendants of immigrants from China, Japan, and the 
Philippines have been joined by millions of newcomers from Vietnam, India, 
Cambodia, and elsewhere. Like their nineteenth and early twentieth-century 
counterparts, these newcomers have generally come from highly traditional 
cultures to one of the world’s most uninhibited ones. A Taiwanese who came 
to the United States to attend college, and who babysat for a family over 
the Christmas vacation around 1970 was appalled at the treatment of an 
elderly woman who had traveled 1,000 miles to be with her family, but was 
soon consigned to watching television by herself in the basement “to avoid 
disturbing her children and grandchildren.” “That Americans are polite to 
strangers and to ordinary friends but cannot maintain courtesy to the elders 
of their own family leaves one dumbfounded,” she concluded.29

These recent immigrants have been the most successful ethnic groups at 
creating substantial and viable subcultures of familial obligation. Chinese 
(largely Taiwanese) mothers, who lived in the Los Angeles area in the early 
1990s, expected more of both their children (respect and self-control) and 
of themselves (“a high level of maternal involvement”), than did their white 
neighbors.30 A Vietnamese American college student explained in the 1990s: 
“To be an American, you may be able to do whatever you want. But to be 
a Vietnamese, you must think of your family first.”31 Putting your family 
first meant associating only with those whom your parents approved of, fol-
lowing their wishes about what one studied, marrying within one’s ethnic 
group, and giving money to one’s relatives. “Your family is your social secu-
rity,” asserted Nghi Van Nguyen, whose family combined its earnings to buy 
a home near a good school in a San Diego suburb. “We know that we need 
each other to pull ahead.”32 Individual dreams and preferences count for lit-
tle. Ying Ying Yu, a thirteen-year-old immigrant from China, shared that she 
used to dream about being a gardener, for “the gritty feel of dirt was much 
more tangible than a bunch of flimsy words strung together.” But her fam-
ily wished her to become a lawyer. “Here in America,” she observed, “there 
is almost a pressure to follow your dreams.” But: “I believe in the power of 
duty to impel. Only duty will offer me something true, something worthy of 
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my effort and the support of my family and country. Duty can bring me to 
an achievement that is greater than I am.”33

The Khmer of Cambodia, who came to the United States early in the 
1980s, have tried especially hard to get their children to conform to tra-
ditional family and community norms. Those who commit sexual impro-
prieties, for example, might be blamed for a relative’s misfortune, as their 
transgression angered powerful ancestors. A mother remarked that children 
who addressed others properly would bring credit to the entire family, for 
observers would say: “Oh, that family is very good, they know very good 
words, they know about hierarchy and the proper status of people.” Parents 
are one’s “first gods,” or “gods within the house,” to whom one owes a 
debt “so great that it can never be fully repaid.” “Buddhist doctrine doesn’t 
want all people to be equal,” for if “everybody is equal, then who listens to 
whom?”34

Such people view American schools as incubators of selfishness and accul-
turation. Children are exposed to the English language and other elements 
of mainstream American culture much more extensively than their parents 
are and must constantly negotiate their way across dissimilar cultures. “Here 
in America,” laments a Vietnamese man, “my wife and I will die a lonely 
death, abandoned by our children.”35 Asian American families also suffer 
from the usual challenges facing people of color in the United States: racism 
and poverty. “The whites will not let us catch up with them, nor will they 
let us join them,” observed a Punjabi (Sikh) parent in California in the early 
1980s.36

Yet recent Asian immigrant families and communities have often suc-
ceeded in blending economic success with social stability. It helps that 
many have come to the United States as part of intact family groups, and 
Vietnamese immigrants enjoyed a great deal of support from the federal gov-
ernment. But they have had to adapt. As in the nineteenth century, the new 
immigrants often shifted from depending largely or entirely on the father’s 
income to a strategy in which mothers, and often children, contributed. The 
result was a synthesis that combines “the traditional belief in mutual protec-
tion and support” and “the American ideal of equality in family relations.”37 
Women and children gain some autonomy and respect, but within a coop-
erative socioeconomic framework. Vietnamese American women attempt 
to “take advantage of their new resources” and status as well as to try “to 
protect the structure and sanctity of the traditional family system,” to both 
preserve that way of life and “to moderate their position of subordination to 
men within it.” They “spoke approvingly of how according to the dictates of 
Vietnamese culture, in contrast to those of U.S. culture, men were expected 
to devote themselves, at whatever personal cost, to provide economically for 
their families.”38 Likewise, young Vietnamese Americans both desired more 
freedom than their parents wished to give them and expressed pride in the 
strength of their familial obligations. “I really can’t feel free to do things I 
like,” remarked a U.S. born sixteen-year-old, but added: “Young people can 
easily get lost in a maze of confusing values and norms in America. I think 
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the control is necessary and good for you after all.”39 Young Vietnamese 
Americans who have sacrificed a great deal to achieve their educational or 
occupational goals may defer the attainment of these goals to send money 
to a family member in need. “We’re different from Americans because our 
families are much closer,” explained one. “I think that’s the biggest differ-
ence between Americans and Vietnamese.”40

Native American families, particularly those living on reservations, con-
tinued to be characterized both by high rates of social trauma and social 
solidarity. Up to one-third of Native American children were taken from 
their families well into the 1970s, and most went to non-Indian families. 
The federal government changed that policy, but Native American families 
continue to suffer from very high levels of unemployment, suicide, and alco-
holism. Around 1980, Indians were three times more likely to be in a motor 
vehicle accident, four times more likely to die of tuberculosis, and six times 
more likely to die from alcoholism than was the rest of the nation. Less than 
one-half were graduating from high school. Unemployment rates on many 
reservations have long exceeded 50 percent.41 They can reach as high as 90 
percent. Such acute levels of economic and social suffering created high levels 
of trauma within families, including fetal alcohol syndrome and many forms 
of abuse. Sherman Alexie, the distinguished Washington writer, describes 
two uncles who are “slugging each other with such force that they had to 
be in love. Strangers would never want to hurt each other that badly”42 Yet 
Alexie’s stories also speak of children struggling to forgive absent fathers, 
parents, determined, against steep odds, to offer their children hope, spouses 
giving each other another chance, reservation residents—the ravages of pov-
erty, racism, and alcoholism notwithstanding—being family, being kin. 
Indigenous people never created utopian societies, and many modern reser-
vations are among the most impoverished communities in the nation. But 
they continue to confront mainstream American society with a more collec-
tive way of finding one’s way in the world.

So have Latino families. The term “Hispanic” or “Latino” obscures a 
great deal of diversity and complexity. Hispanic families have been in what 
is now the United States longer than Anglo families have, and their num-
bers steadily swelled in the twentieth century until they now represent both 
the largest non-Euro-American population group in the nation and, in the 
case of Mexico, the largest number of recent immigrants from any coun-
try. But Mexican Americans have become a shrinking majority of Hispanics 
who live in the United States. Many have also arrived from such diverse 
places and cultures as Puerto Rico, Cuba, the Dominican Republic, and 
Central America. Latinos varied in their appearance, ancestry, economic cir-
cumstances, and legal status. Latin America has also changed dramatically. 
Mexico was an overwhelmingly agrarian society until the 1960s, when a 
cluster of changes pushed people off the land. NAFTA (the North American 
Free Trade Agreement) has devastated Mexican farmers since its implemen-
tation in the early 1990s, as it f looded Mexico with cheap U.S. corn. The 
birth rate plunged from 7.0 in 1960 to just 2.6 in 1997; a nonagricultural 
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society required fewer children.43 The commercialization and mechanization 
of farming made it more difficult for peasants to live off the land as bet-
ter transportation and manufacturing jobs offered other options, in Mexico 
or in the United States. Many Mexican villages are now populated almost 
entirely by the very old and the very young. By the late twentieth century, 
unmarried or divorced Mexican women were often going North on their 
own. Much the same pattern has prevailed in Central America and parts of 
the Caribbean.

Though these migrations have sundered family ties for months, years, or 
even decades, most Latin Americans come to the United States for their fam-
ilies. “I did not leave my mother,” explains a young man living in Brooklyn. 
“I had to go. There wasn’t anything to eat. There was no work. I went 
because I had to take care of my mother, and I couldn’t take care of her in 
Mexico . . . .”44 Millions of people are weighing this choice. Lourdes, a young 
single mother from Honduras, left her son and daughter in 1989, trading 
the certain poverty of scrubbing clothes and peddling gum and cigarettes 
for the possibilities (depicted on television) of obtaining well-paying work 
that would hopefully mean that her children could go to school for more 
than a few years and have a good future. Rose Chávez, a few years later, 
contemplated the dangers of joining her husband in St. Louis or remaining 
in her southern Mexican village of Cherán, where she would “Stay at home, 
mend clothes, stitch doilies that won’t sell at market . . . mind a store that has 
no customers . . . . watch her daughter, Yeni, grow up, attend a few years of 
elementary school, and get knocked up by a local boy who will surely run 
away to the north himself.”45

Living in the United States, even temporarily, changed familial relations 
in unforeseen ways. Mexican women gained more autonomy and influence 
in their families of origin and marriages as they worked outside the home in 
Mexico or in the United States. Hispanic households in the United States 
have been marked by two broad trends since 1960: falling birth rates and 
rising divorce rates, both of which attest to women’s growing autonomy. 
Women who moved to the United States were freer to dress and to leave 
the house as they pleased, to have their husbands arrested for wife beating, 
to earn their own money, and to refuse a husband’s sexual overtures. Even 
Catholic confessors in the United States were reluctant to pry into the sexual 
lives of their parishioners. Not surprisingly, then, men were often more eager 
than were women to return to Mexico, to use their earnings to live more 
comfortably in a place where male dominance seemed to be more secure 
and racism toward brown-skinned people seemed to be less acute. But the 
shifting dynamics of Mexican American gender relations were often com-
plex. Jennifer S. Hirsch’s masterful A Courtship after Marriage: Sexuality 
and Love in Mexican Transnational Families finds that the older generation 
of women she spoke to in the villages and towns of Jalisco and Michoacán 
understood marriage to be a “a cross” characterized by “endurance, not 
pleasure or intimacy.” The young women of today, they complained, “don’t 
have any shame.”46 This concept of vergüenza (shame) can be defined as “the 
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inability to respond (or at least the willingness not to respond) to male anger, 
the male gaze, or other exercises of male power.” This concept of feminine 
honor “requires a woman to feel shame for being female in the presence of 
males.”47 Hence young women in small towns were expected to sequester 
themselves from the street and other public areas and to guard carefully 
their virginity, for this would illustrate their honor and the honor of their 
families. “When women reject physical advances,” explains Hirsch, “they are 
demanding respect.” Upon marriage, the good wife would let her husband 
determine when she left the house, what she wore, and when they had sex, 
and she would not complain if he hit her for arguing with him. She “was to 
wash, mend, and iron clothes; keep the house and children clean; cook food 
and serve a hot meal to her husband in the morning and in the afternoon; 
raise the children to be polite (bieneducados), God-fearing, and respectful 
of their elders; and make sure that however much money her husband gave 
her to buy food lasted for the whole week.” Adherence to these demanding 
requirements brought “a certain amount of leverage.” Well-behaved women 
were more than justified in turning to their neighbors, parents, their hus-
band’s parents, the church, or local authorities if their husbands did not 
treat them honorably—by submitting them to unprovoked acts of violence 
or harsh words, for example. “Even though they are men, they still have to 
show respect for their wives,” remarked one.48

Younger women, particularly those who spent at least some time in the 
United States, acquired different and in many ways higher standards for mar-
riage. Like their Anglo counterparts, they expected suitors and husbands to 
be romantic and their marriages to be companionate. Hence when Hirsch 
asked her subjects to illustrate the key moments in their lives, the older women 
always drew a picture of their homes, often without even placing themselves 
in the picture. But the younger women “depicted themselves as the central 
character of a story,” of a series of events in which they had starring roles: 
“First communions, quinceañeras, graduation from school, a first job, a first 
boyfriend, a first child.” But romance and love could be ephemeral, and 
modern husbands felt less obligated to remain married than did traditional 
ones. “Privileging emotional satisfaction over men’s responsibility to support 
their families,” notes Hirsch, “leaves women on shaky ground.”49

Young Mexican American husbands, for their part, embraced affection, 
but not equality. They both desired marriages that were more companionate 
than those of their parents and asserted that the men “should have the last 
word.” Young Mexican American men commonly associated being macho 
with being outdated and ignorant. Modern forms of power and prestige rested 
less on physical power than on a mastery of “new technologies” In western 
Mexico, “men dangle large key chains from the pockets of their pants,” icons 
that suggest their freedom of movement. In Atlanta, cell phones and pag-
ers became the “tokens of masculine power”; status comes from controlling 
information rather than from machines and buildings.50 The new economy 
offered more money, and money brought status. Don Emiliano recalled how 
in Mexico “I worked like a man, leading an ox team, working with material.” 
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In a New York restaurant he was handed an apron. “I felt humiliated, getting 
screwed where I came to be the one giving it. . . . I felt that I looked like my 
pants had fallen down.” But he changed his mind when cooking earned him 
$70.00 in his first week. The money erased his shame, and he concluded that 
the men in his native pueblo who thought less of him for doing the work of 
a woman were mired in “machismo or ignorance.”51

Hispanic families in the United States commonly suffer from a set of 
daunting and interlocking problems. Most immigrants from Latin America 
are not proficient in English. Many are here illegally, which means that they 
cannot access educational and social services and that employers can exploit 
and cheat them. They usually live in poor, violent neighborhoods that have 
poor schools. Vietnamese and Cuban Americans have done so well in part 
because the federal government has assisted them so much, and the Cuban 
American community in Florida is large and prosperous enough to pro-
vide both employment opportunities and a buffer from Anglos. But most 
Hispanics, including those who are born here, face discrimination in hous-
ing, employment, and daily encounters if they are dark-skinned or speak with 
a Spanish accent. Though most come to the United States for their families, 
that choice brings separation and, often, alienation. Lourdes left a young son 
and daughter in Honduras so that she could give them a better life. That son, 
Enrique, several times ran a gauntlet of beatings and privations to join her in 
the United States, only to find himself enraged with the woman who, from 
his perspective, “abandoned me,” who “forgot about me.” Lourdes cried 
herself to sleep at night and protested, “I killed myself trying to help you.”52 
A psychologist with the Los Angeles Unified School district estimated that 
only one in ten of such students eventually accept their parents’ reasons for 
leaving them behind.

Families that survived poverty in Latin America often came apart in the 
United States. Luis Rodriguez noted that the girls from Mexico at his Los 
Angeles junior high school in the late 1960s came from families that “still 
had strong reins on many of them” and that they were “mostly traditional 
and Catholic.”53 But the ratio of single-parent families had become very high 
among third-generation Mexican, Dominican, and Cuban families. Second- 
or third-generation Mexican Americans referred to successful newcomers as 
“wannabes” in much the same way as African American students accused 
their academically oriented peers as acting white.54

Both economic success and failure can lead to cultural fragmentation. “By 
leaving Mexico and being left by her, our forebears had meant to free us from 
that ceaseless cycle of sacred duties to dance and chant and make sacrifices 
and pilgrimages, so that the cosmos would continue to exist,” concludes 
John Phillip Santos. “The world we lived in now didn’t require anything 
of us to keep the great movements and cycles of the earth and the universe 
in perpetual order.”55 Raúl Tapia first came to the United States in 1968, 
picking grapes in California and tomatoes in Arkansas, before bringing his 
wife and children to the United States from Cherán. They wandered and 
struggled for a quarter of a century before settling in Warren, Arkansas, 
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where Raúl got a job working for the city. Their home is expansive and well 
appointed, their children have been, or will be, college educated. They will 
also leave Warren, for their small town holds few opportunities for well-
educated professionals. Raúl seldom returns to Cherán. His life is in Warren. 
“But what,” asks Martinez, “will be left for him here when the children 
move away?” He “came to American alone to give his children a future. He 
just never thought about how that very future might swallow them up.”56 It 
was not unusual for the same immigrant parents (who pushed their children 
to succeed in school in order to take advantages of the opportunities they 
never had) to feel hurt and abandoned when that search for success flung 
them to alien universities or careers.

Hispanic families have more commonly worried about their children 
being swallowed up by gang life, particularly the majority who lived in cities. 
Esmeralda Santiago recalled her mother’s instructions on the rare occasions 
when she was allowed to venture out in Brooklyn: “Keep to the avenues. 
Don’t talk to anyone. Don’t accept any rides. If there are too many people 
milling around a sidewalk, cross the street and walk on the other side.” “We 
lived separated by thick doors with several bolts, windows with iron grates, 
peepholes,” she remembered.57 Parents did not simply fear that their chil-
dren would be attacked by gangs. They feared that they would become part 
of them. The great majority of newcomers from Mexico and the Caribbean 
had to live in poor neighborhoods and to send their children to poor schools 
where gangs predominated. The parents were commonly absent, working 
long hours or even remaining in Latin America. These conditions, coupled 
with racism and cultural dislocation, led to alienation, and alienated youth 
were highly susceptible to the sociability and excitement of gang life and cul-
ture. “I’m just a thug . . . living a thug life,” boasted Toño, a young Mexican 
raised in New York, who then splayed his fingers out like a rapper to legiti-
mize his claim.58 Such youth adopted the uniform of inner-city protest—
the baggy pants, languid walk, ostentatious jewelry, and rapper music and 
speech—that spread across North America and the rest of the world. Gangs 
offered “friendship, emotional support, and a sense of security and protec-
tion in the face of unpredictable, ‘crazy’ street pressures.”59 They reflected 
both the breakdown of traditional families and communities and constituted 
a highly problematic attempt to reconstitute these social relations through a 
community of peers. “Latino gangs,” observes William Finnegan, “tend to 
be less about making money than they are about identity.”60

Some immigrant parents responded by temporarily sending youth back to 
Latin America, where the temptations were fewer and the discipline inside 
and outside the school sterner. Armando Hernández Bueno’s son was doing 
poorly in school and becoming resentful of his parents after five years in the 
United States. Matters came to a head when Luis called the police after his 
father had struck him for refusing to carry groceries. Armando sent him to 
relatives in the Dominican Republic and enrolled him in a private school. 
Two years later, Luis’s behavior was much improved, and Armando antici-
pated that he would be able to return to the United States in a few more 
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years. The United States, concluded Armando, was “all twisted in knots 
as far as children are concerned.” They had to send their son away “or lose 
him to the gangs.” Sociologists Alejandro Portes and Rubén G. Rumbaut 
conclude that immigrant parents “are less worried about racial discrimina-
tion and lack of opportunities than about their young doing themselves 
in because of excessive freedom and lack of institutional restraints.”61 As 
Miguel, a thirty-year-old from Monterrey who has been roaming across the 
United States for ten years puts it, “America’s this big place where you can 
fuck and work and get high.”62

Mexican American families, the many challenges they face notwithstand-
ing, still maintain relatively tight families. First- and second-generation stu-
dents from Mexico have been more likely to express a sense of obligation to 
their families than white students, and Mexicanos have commonly exhibited 
a stronger orientation to family and to kin than have other ethnic groups. 
Hirsch reports that Mexican American women were both having fewer chil-
dren and were continuing to insist that having children remained an essential 
part of being married, of adulthood itself, as it illustrated “that her body’s 
power is employed in useful, socially approved ways rather than in purely 
selfish, even potentially destructive, ways.”63

The Enríquez family illustrates how some Mexican American families 
have sought to incorporate the economic opportunities of the United States 
with the familial orientation of Mexico. Santiago and his four sons made 
a very good living at a Wisconsin meat-packing plant. They owned a four-
bedroom home in Wisconsin, one of the most impressive homes in Cherán, 
and five gleaming pick-ups. But all four sons—and their little sister and four 
wives and five children—shared the Wisconsin home, where María, the fam-
ily matriarch, cared for the children and kept house. Santiago planned to 
retire to Cherán within ten years.

Of course Cherán and the rest of Mexico changed while the Enríquez 
family was away, transformed by the money and the cultures that increas-
ingly flowed across national and ethnic boundaries. Gang graffiti and vio-
lence proliferated in Mexican towns, and bonds of community and obligation 
became more tenuous. As in the United States, prosperity has been a power-
ful solvent of tradition.

The great enemy of traditional societies that have immigrated to the 
United States has always been time, and time has accelerated in the past 
few decades. The second generation stays in school much longer than it did 
even in the early twentieth century, and it is very difficult for even the most 
conservative ethnic communities to shield their children from our hyper-
individualistic culture. That is why groups or cohorts that have arrived in the 
United States most recently tend to be the most conservative.

Countercultural subgroups can also be organized voluntarily, on the 
basis of shared beliefs rather than on the basis of ethnic identity. Since the 
1960s, especially, a variety of radical groups formed sundry communes that 
attempted to qualify members’ commitment to individualism. But the most 
successful countercultural groups, by far, have not required group living—at 
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least not as it is commonly defined—and they style themselves as more con-
servative than radical: evangelical Christians and the Church of Latter Day 
Saints (Mormons).

To be sure, even conservative evangelicals were profoundly changed by 
modern expressive individualism, especially the cult of self-actualization. 
Most spoke of a very personal God who was more caring and forgiving than 
harsh and judgmental. Calvinist and other more traditional Christians wor-
ried that the evangelical megachurches presented a “me-centered” gospel in 
which the theology of self-fulfillment replaced the gospel of sin, suffering, 
and the cross.64 A recent survey of unmarried conservative Protestants found 
that four out of five of them had engaged in sexual relations over the past 
year—albeit usually with the same partner. White, evangelical Christians 
appeared to be no more likely than their liberal counterparts to abstain from 
vaginal sex during adolescence, and teen pregnancy and sexually-transmitted 
diseases were high, in part because sexual intercourse tended to be more 
spontaneous (and, therefore, unprotected). Conservative Christians divorced 
and remarried at about the same rate as did the rest of the population, and 
remarriage was widely accepted among even fundamentalist leaders, which 
was a strong departure from the conservative Protestant tradition. Their cel-
ebrations of motherhood, notwithstanding, conservative Protestants have 
also joined the national trend toward dual-income families. A 1996 survey 
found that evangelical and fundamentalist wives were in fact more likely to 
work outside the home than their liberal Protestant counterparts. Though 
professed beliefs changed more slowly than behaviors, growing numbers of 
evangelical Christians did not object to premarital sex (particularly with the 
person one intended to marry), divorce and remarriage, working mothers, 
and even wives exercising more spiritual leadership in their churches and 
homes. “The rejection of the world—in the form of pleasure and fun—is 
no longer an essential aspect of conservative religiosity,” concludes one 
 scholar.65

But like traditional Mennonites, who send their daughters to public 
schools but insist that they wear head coverings, conservative Protestants 
have held the line firmly on selected aspects of culture change, particularly 
on abortion and same-sex relationships. They have also commonly embraced 
premillenialism—the belief that the world was bound to get worse and worse 
until God raptured (sent to heaven) true Christians before turning the earth 
and all its sinners over to Satan—and purport to accept the Bible as the iner-
rant voice of God.

Such ideas strike liberals as bizarre and inhumane and perform a crucial 
social function. Professing to believe in the Bible’s inerrancy requires the jet-
tisoning of modern science, not to mention sound biblical scholarship, but 
serves to posit an unchanging source of moral and spiritual authority in a 
bewildering postmodern world. So does reinforcing selected aspects of tra-
ditional religious observance. Scholars of sects, of religious groups with dis-
tinctive beliefs and practices, have long pointed out that such groups almost 
inevitably lose their peculiarities in the powerful solvent of modernity. One 
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survival strategy is to acculturate selectively, to tolerate, or to even embrace 
some elements of individualism while placing more emphasis on the distinc-
tive practices or beliefs that remain: boundary maintenance, in sociological 
terms. Premillenialism allows fundamentalist Christians to enjoy the fruits 
of consumer culture and self-actualization while reminding themselves that 
heaven is their ultimate destination and that the fleeting pleasures, accom-
plishments, and problems of this world are of little ultimate significance. The 
doctrine’s global pessimism and “willfully mad rhetoric” help the believer to 
draw a sharp line between the saved and the damned, between the sect and 
the world.66 Indeed, sexual abstinence pledges have tended to break down 
when they were commonplace. “Pledgers apparently gather strength from 
the sense that they are an embattled minority,” observed Margaret Talbot.67 
Conservative beliefs about abortion and same-sex relations are very useful 
tools in ensuring boundary maintenance vis-à-vis secular culture, precisely 
because they are such hot-button, divisive issues. Taking a stand against 
abortion or same-sex marriage reminds the believer that she or he is part 
of a distinctive community of faith, which is inevitably at odds with “the 
world.”

Opposing abortion also affords evangelicals a platform from which to 
criticize individualism. For most liberals, teen pregnancy is not so much a 
sin as a tragedy: it thrusts young women into the time-consuming role of 
mother before they can secure their educational and occupational security 
or their personal ambitions. Conservative women embrace pregnancy and 
motherhood as their ambition. Abortion is abhorrent, not simply because it 
takes a life, but also because it suggests a rejection of motherhood, of women 
who chose home over career. Pro-choice advocates are much more likely to 
be highly educated professional women, who are able to make a good living 
on their own. Pro-life advocates are much more apt to have selected mother-
hood as their primary focus at a young age. “For pro-life women the tradi-
tional division of life into separate male roles and female roles still works, but 
for pro-choice women it does not,” Kristin Luker summarizes.68

But being a conservative Christian has not just been about having different 
beliefs. It is ultimately about living differently, and conservative Christians 
have in fact been remarkably successful at what countless of leftist communes 
have failed to do: creating a viable counterculture that is inhabited by mil-
lions of families. E. Bradford Wilcox’s Soft Patriarchs, New Men details the 
ways in which churchgoing, evangelical husbands are substantially different 
from their liberal and secular counterparts. Such fathers are much more likely 
to spend time with their children and their wives; monitor their children’s 
use of television; and have wives who feel that their husbands appreciate 
them. Indeed, conservative husbands tend to do more emotion work and less 
housework than their liberal counterparts, perhaps because liberal couples 
identify housework as such a key component of gender justice and certainly 
because conservative evangelical men were told over and over again how 
important it was for them to nurture and care for their wives and children. 
They heard this message, furthermore, in church services, in prayer groups, 
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and in cell or small-group meetings that brought conservative evangelicals 
together several times a week, not just on Sunday mornings. Conservative 
Protestants created a strong sectarian framework that every couple of days 
reminded entire families that God’s people must behave differently from 
the families they saw on TV, in their neighborhoods, or in their schools. 
“Conservative Protestant institutions,” Wilcox concludes, “appear to be 
uniquely capable of fostering positive emotion work on the part of married 
men with children.”69 This is partly a case of ideology, of what one chooses 
to believe. Hence a conservative Christian counselor remarks that he tries “to 
encourage the development of interdependence,” rather than the “autonomy 
and independence” favored by his secular or liberal counterparts.70

But qualifying one’s devotion to one’s self usually requires a strong insti-
tutional structure. Indeed, those who express conservative Protestant beliefs 
but who do not regularly attend church, who have conservative beliefs with-
out an intense social framework, tend to have low levels of familial involve-
ment. Such people resemble the conservative-minded youth, identified by 
Mark Regnerus and Jeremy Uecker, who indulge in “selective permissive-
ness”: condemning abortion and homosexuality; attending church sporad-
ically or not at all; and marrying, having children, and divorcing young. 
This explains why Republican-leaning states tend to have such high rates of 
divorce and Internet pornography. “Cultural conservatism,” unaccompanied 
by the social structures offered by conservative churches, tends to devolve 
into (often unacknowledged) libertinism.71

Highly evangelical women expect their churches to insist that husbands 
maintain a high level of familial commitment. Men left to their own devices 
will, they believe, choose sin over virtue. As Barbara Ehrenreich pointed out 
in 1983, for conservative women “the crime of feminism lay not in hating 
men, but in trusting them too well.”72 A liberal attitude toward commitment 
served men’s interests, not women’s. Canadian philosophers Joseph Heath 
and Andrew Potter concurr: “If you were to ask a group of men to think 
up their ideal set of dating rules, they would probably choose something 
very much like the ‘free love’ arrangement that emerged out of the sexual 
revolution.73 Conservative Christianity, by way of contrast, both puts men 
at the head of the family and insists that they act responsibly. It constitutes a 
sort of return to the qualified male dominance of the nineteenth century, a 
time in which men occupied positions of authority, but women’s sensibilities 
in many ways dominated the broader culture. Hence Judith Stacey in 1990 
characterized a woman’s evangelical beliefs as her “strategy for achieving 
heterosexual intimacy,” for it required “more profound changes in Al’s [her 
husband’s] prior ways of relating than in hers.”74

Much the same could be said of dedicated Mormons, members of the 
Church of Latter-Day Saints. Mormons, in the words of their late presi-
dent, Gordon B. Hinckley, “stand for something” and “expect things of our 
people.”75 These expectations are considerable: tithing 10 percent of one’s 
income; spending two years on a church mission; abstaining from coffee, tea, 
and alcohol; and fasting one day in a month. Even more so than  conservative 
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evangelical Christians, Mormons continually remind one another that they 
are singular and chosen people. They certainly form distinctive families. 
Mormons tend to marry young and to have a lot of children—though those 
early marriages have contributed to a surprisingly high divorce rate. Mormon 
family structures are patently patriarchal. All men are priests, whereas no 
women can become priests. Women are simply mothers. But many Mormon 
mothers have thought that this a good bargain. For them, notes sociologist 
Lori Beaman, the male priesthood serves “as a mechanism for strengthening 
the inherently weak nature of men.”76

*  *  *

An elderly Dinka woman warned John Bul Dau and others, who were about 
to emigrate in 2001 to the United States, that there “you don’t know your 
brother, you don’t know your cousin. You forget your family, and you will 
not send us money here.” Sure enough, a Catholic relief worker soon advised 
the refugees, “Don’t send money to Africa.”77

But Dau, who had survived incredible hardships in fleeing Sudan, remem-
bered the advice of his elders. He worked very hard at his jobs and in school 
and sent money to scores of Dinka who remained in refugee camps. He 
waited to marry until he found a Dinka woman whom he respected and then 
waited another year while his father investigated her family in Africa. Then 
he saved money to pay a dowry of cows to his future wife’s family.

Dau soon realized that his life in the United States would be much dif-
ferent from his ancestors’. He learned to cook, for example, an activity that 
was reserved for Sudanese women. He sought a college education, lived in 
modern homes, and mixed with a wide variety of people. But the young 
man who left his refugee camp with fourteen cassette tapes of counsel from 
his Dinka elders remained determined to acculturate selectively. “America’s 
greatest weakness,” he believed, was to have “drifted far from the love of 
family.” Hence his “mother will live with me in my house until she dies” and 
“will help raise my children to be good Dinka, while I will raise them to be 
good Americans.”78

History suggests that Dau’s children, and certainly grandchildren, may 
well disappoint him. Recent immigrants to the United States, now as before, 
often maintain much of their emphasis on familial obligations, particularly if 
they immigrate as families, enjoy a modicum of socioeconomic stability, and 
live in cohesive communities of like-minded kin. But schools, peers, inter-
marriage, and a pervasive culture that champions the pursuit of pleasure and 
freedom have drawn a wider and wider swath of the nation into its orbit, and 
even conservative ethnic groups tend to acculturate by the second genera-
tion’s coming of age.

Slavery, poverty, and racism have long both undermined black families 
and have required black people to turn to one another for support. But poor 
black families have become more fragmented, even as mainstream, popular 
culture has made the alienated young black male the quintessential symbol 
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of authenticity. This complex combination of racism, poverty, and hyperindi-
vidualism has undercut much of the community and the resilience that char-
acterized black neighborhoods as recently as two generations ago, though 
much less so for mothers than for fathers.

Conservative religious groups have created what appears to be the most 
powerful alternative to the culture of self-actualization, as they both articu-
late a consistent alternative message and create social structures (worship 
services, frequent social gatherings, and often schools) that shelter their 
members from mainstream values and practices.

Most readers of this sentence, like its writer, cannot accept the conserva-
tives’ defense of male privilege, discrimination against gays and lesbians, and 
anti-intellectualism. But can liberals who share conservatives’ wariness of a 
culture based on the endless pursuit of fun also create substantial oases of 
mutualism and obligation?



Conclusion

There has always been a tension between two deeply held American ide-
als: family and freedom. Many Europeans came to what would become the 
United States searching for the latter, as opportunities for wealth, comfort, 
and autonomy were rare at home. In the process, they fractured Native 
American and African families as well as their own. But patterns of obli-
gation soon reasserted themselves and persisted across diverse populations, 
circumstances, and historical developments. Not until early in the twentieth 
century did the nation begin its decisive shift From Obligation to Freedom, 
and not until the 1960s did freedom clearly gain the upper hand.

Members of earlier families and communities resided in webs of demand-
ing relationships. This was true of the Native Americans, the Europeans, 
and the West Africans of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, and it was 
true of the colonies that arose and developed in North America. Families 
and communities that were characterized by a strong sense of obligation 
survived political and industrial revolutions in the eighteenth and nineteenth 
centuries, respectively. They were often hierarchal and, at least by modern 
definitions, exploitative. But inequality did not preclude reciprocity or love.

Our long history of forming families and other relationships that are 
rooted in obligation has owed much to necessity. Indeed, the very invention 
of humanity was bound up in its ability to cooperate and collaborate, to nur-
ture children, and to develop languages and tools. “Throughout our long 
prehistory there was less that hunter-gatherer bands could get away with, 
compared with modern man, without risking extinction,” notes Andrew 
Oldenquist.1 Most people who were living in the United States had little 
choice but to depend on one another through the nineteenth century. The 
hardships that dominated the lives of most black, white working-class, immi-
grant, and many rural families required the work of many hands—family, 
kin, and neighbors—for survival. Even the growing middle class embraced 
family life, for the family nurtured the habits of industry and thrift that 
individual and corporate success depended on. Capitalism encouraged and 
depended on strong families.

Then, in the twentieth century, capitalism changed. The sheer number 
and quality of consumer goods that became available to even working-class 
families soared. The foundation of the economy shifted from production 
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to consumption, and cultural and social norms followed. Popular litera-
ture, music, and movies joined advertisers in emphasizing the importance 
of personal happiness and fulfillment. This surge of individualism encour-
aged oppressed minorities and white women to assert themselves, but it also 
contributed—by the second half of the twentieth century, especially—to a 
tremendous rise in familial and social fragmentation, to a growing incapacity 
to form durable relationships, particularly for men.

This interpretation in many ways meshes with those of conservative 
observers of the family. But I lay responsibility for familial fragmentation 
at the doorstep of two developments that conservatives usually celebrate: 
capitalism and freedom. Indeed, a central dilemma of modern life is that eco-
nomic success and social solidarity require such contradictory impulses and 
skills. The logic of modern capitalism eschews the formation of any social or 
political commitment that might threaten the individual’s resolute pursuit of 
wealth, autonomy, and pleasure. “We cannot,” concludes C. B. Macpherson, 
“expect a valid theory of obligation [to be applied] to a liberal-democratic 
state in a possessive market economy.”2 Hence it has become political suicide 
to suggest increased taxes or regulation, notwithstanding the growing chal-
lenges of poverty, debt, and climate change.

The only large communities in which obligation routinely trumps free-
dom are conservative churches and communities that are peopled with 
recent immigrants, alternative universes in which spouses, parents, children, 
and kin are reminded regularly that they are surrounded by an alien and 
corrosive world that would have them forget that they are required to care 
for one another.

There is no putting the genie back in the bottle for the rest of us. We 
are essentially free to do as we wish. Neglecting our spouses, our parents, 
and our children seldom invites shame, let alone starvation. The relentless 
pursuit of highly personal goals may even yield riches and fame. Many 
liberal-minded people have succeeded in creating stable families with f luid 
gender roles and children who are secure, curious, and empathetic, and 
many voluntary communities function much like families. I think of the 
various nonsectarian groups that I have belonged to or observed over the 
years: the lodge memberships that my parents cherished during their last 
decades; the Radical Faerie House of Eugenia; the volunteers and the staff 
at food cooperatives, women’s shelters, and Head Start centers; a lesbian 
cohousing complex; the parents whose children attend the same school 
or belong to the same sports teams; the women’s book clubs and support 
groups; the liberal churches; the neighborhood associations (formal and 
informal); and even P.U.S. (Portland Unemployed Soccer) , an assortment 
of self-proclaimed slackers (spanning a half century and five continents) 
who got together to play a pick-up version of the world’s game. Some of 
these endeavors are brittle or ephemeral. P.U.S. struggled with personal-
ity clashes even before Portland’s aggressive kick-ball leagues appropriated 
its fields. But many of these little communities are surprisingly stubborn. 
An over-fifty soccer team I recently joined has members who have played 
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and have drunk beer together for most of their lives—and have supported 
one another through divorces, children’s mishaps, legal scrapes, illnesses, 
and deaths. Their style of play is not often sublime, in part, because of 
increasing age and declining skills, but also because of the team’s anarchis-
tic ethos. There is little tolerance for those who would impose order and 
authority at the expense of an individual’s right to do stupid things on a 
soccer pitch.

That is the beauty of freedom. It allows us to commit ourselves to one 
another, not because we must—or believe that we must—but because we 
can. Liberal, freely chosen acts of obligation reject the coercion and exclu-
sion that are practiced by conservative ethnic groups or by conservative 
churches. We are all free to spend more time with our families and our 
friends and to take their happiness seriously. Few modern forces encour-
age or prompt us to make such choices. But neither do they preclude these 
choices.

Choosing to create and sustain meaningful relationships is a radical act of 
nonconformity because it entails the acceptance of limits and the surrender 
of other possibilities. This is incompatible with our modern assumption that 
we owe it to ourselves to lunge at any compelling pleasure or any opportu-
nity that presents itself. Being a good mother, father, daughter, son, sister, 
brother, grandmother, grandfather, aunt, uncle, niece, nephew, friend, or 
neighbor confronts us with the weight of other people’s happiness and well-
being, demands that must sometimes supersede our own.

I do not presume to know whether the formation of durable and lov-
ing families will require the overthrow of capitalism or entail some sort of 
massive state intervention. Certainly, many families would be immeasurably 
strengthened by access to medical care, good schools, and a decent income. 
But freedom from want hardly secures family stability. Indeed, economic 
opportunity has often served to make commitments to others optional. But 
it is increasingly clear that radical individualism is not sustainable. Our eco-
logical, economic, political, and social futures depend on the recapturing of 
some elements of the mutualism and obligation that we have so assiduously 
been discarding over the past few generations. “Just because we no longer 
believe in the doctrines of the Great Chain of Being,” notes philosopher 
Charles Taylor, does not mean that we cannot “see ourselves as part of a 
larger order that can make claims on us.”3

Just about all of us realize this, if fitfully. Erica Jong’s highly autobio-
graphical Fear of Flying was interpreted as a clarion call to freedom when it 
appeared in 1973. “Even if you loved your husband,” remarks protagonist 
Isadora Wing, “there came that inevitable year when fucking him turned 
as bland as Velveeta cheese: filling, fattening even, but no thrill to the taste 
buds, no bittersweet edge, no danger.” Wing, in fact, leaves a serviceable hus-
band for the possibilities of a “zipless fuck,” an encounter of pure sensation 
and freedom untainted by any hint of obligation. But Jong’s famous novel 
and her life turned out to be much more complicated. Wing ends up with 
a lover who is far from ideal, and she spends much of the novel a gonizing 
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over the choices she is presented with. When the opportunity for a truly zip-
less fuck appears, she recoils. “She punished herself with men,” Jong later 
remarked. Jong was somewhat confounded by the oversimplified message 
that readers drew from her best seller, and she found that becoming a mother 
was “profoundly satisfying,” even “at the expense of that swollen ego you 
thought so immutable.” Jong was proud of having “raised a daughter who 
also recognizes no limits.” But Molly Jong-Fast, like her mother, in fact 
came to welcome some limits. She resented her mother’s highly independent 
lifestyle: “When you’re twelve, there is nothing funny about your mother’s 
fourth wedding.” It was this stepfather’s heart attack that jolted Jong-Fast 
out of a childhood of petulant self-indulgence and enabled her “to shed 
some of the selfishness that plagues me.”4

Jong-Fast’s childhood was far from typical. Most of us do not grow up 
with a celebrity mother who dates and marries frequently. But more and 
more of us are growing up with parents who are absent for large chunks of 
our lives, who are unsure about how to parent, who either leave us more or 
less on our own, or who encourage us to dream of colleges or careers that are 
likely to take us far away from them and the rest of our kin, dreams that are 
less and less likely to include the substance of family relationships.

Yet accruing obligations, feeling the weight of others press upon our 
hours and years, has always been at the center of what makes us human. 
These obligations should not preclude the pursuit of many of the other infi-
nite possibilities that modern life has made available to so many of us. But a 
stubborn love and regard for others must also inform our lives.
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