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Friday, October 19, 2012 - The Conscience of a Realist by Joseph Cotto

FLORIDA, October 19, 2012 — The American family can only be
 described as a work in progress.

The times are changing very quickly, which has resulted in the traditional
 family unit being questioned. In some cases, old ideas are undergoing
 adaptation to our society’s emerging social norms.

Needless to say, this has left more than a few in a state of aggravation.
 Many of these people believe that America should return to a bygone era
 during which everything seemed to be a bit simpler.

Were things really ever this way, though?

Stephanie Coontz is one of our time’s foremost social scientists. She has
 written about the American family at length, and uncovered more than a few inconvenient truths in the
 process. 

Asking Stephanie Coontz: What's the deal with
 "family values"?
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In this first part of a candid discussion with me, she explains about how “family values” might be
 defined, why family life has seen so many changes over the last several years, whether or not
 championing the historical Western family concept is an answer to contemporary societal problems,
 and much more.       

****

Joseph F. Cotto: Very often, we hear a great deal about “family values”. How would you define this
 term?

Dr. Stephanie Coontz: I hardly ever use the term, because it is often shorthand for valuing only one
 particular kind of family. The family values I grew up with were to respect the individuality of each
 family member, while working for the good of the family as a whole, and to judge other families by how
 they act and what they do, not by how they look from the outside or what they SAY they believe.
 Unfortunately, that is a set of family values that gets far too little attention in our political debates.

Cotto: Over the last several years, American family norms have changed considerably. Why do believe
 that this has taken place?

Dr. Coontz: There are many different sources and types of change, some positive and some negative.
 Women’s new legal rights and growing economic independence have transformed the traditional basis
 of marriage, making negotiation, compromise, and flexibility about roles far more important than in the
 past. Couples that have adjusted enjoy more intimate, fairer marriages than ever before. Domestic
 violence rates have been halved in the past 20 years.

New values about equality and individualism have also greatly improved the status of children in most
 families. Child abuse is down. Mothers, including working moms, actually spend MORE time
 interacting with their kids than in the past, and fathers who live with their children have tripled the
 amount of time they spent with their children. 

But the same values and economic trends that have improved many relationships have also given
 people more options to leave relationships, and in some cases more incentives to do so. And they
 have greatly increased the time pressures on families and the volatility of family finances, all of which
 lead to more family stress.

Cotto: Needless to say, there is a great deal of opposition to these changes. What would you suppose
 that this opposition is rooted in?

Dr. Coontz: Some people oppose these changes because they have very fixed ideas about what the
 “right” gender roles, family arrangements, and, and personal life choices are, and they hate the
 increasing tolerance for choice and diversity. Others are understandably anxious about the rapidity of
 social and personal change, which has created some new problems in the process of solving many old
 ones. There’s a tendency to think that if we just turned the clock back on family life we could get rid of
 those new problems, without recognizing that in doing so we would recreate the conditions that made
 so many people so dissatisfied with traditional gender roles and traditional restrictions on individual
 choice in the first place.

Cotto: From your perspective, is championing the traditional Western family unit a viable answer to
 many of our country’s social problems?

Dr. Coontz: No it’s not. For one thing, the male breadwinner family that most people think of when they
 hear the word “traditional” was actually a historical fluke — a short historical time period after World
 War II when the age of marriage fell to new lows, the fertility rate soared, and for the first time in
 history the average man could support his family without relying on the labor of his children and wife.

For most of history, women were co-providers with their husbands, on the farm or in small businesses.
 Today women have rejoined men in the workforce, partly by choice, partly by economic necessity.
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 Wives’ employment is critical to most families’ economic security, and mothers who have rewarding
 jobs with some level of flexibility have lower rates of depression than other moms. But the fact that 70
 percent of America’s children live in homes where every adult in the household works outside the
 home means  we have to come up with better quality child care or preschool along with more flexible
 work options for more parents. We simply can’t pretend these challenges will go away if we could
 somehow send women back home.

Cotto: Many look back at the 1950s as being a halcyon era for traditional family values. Were the ‘50s
 really a time of such social standards?

Dr. Coontz: That’s the second problem with championing the so-called traditional family. Behind the
 Norman Rockwell pictures and the happy sit com sets lay a much more complex reality. Yes, out of
 wedlock births were lower then, as were divorce rates. But domestic violence was much more
 widespread than today. Infanticide was more common. Child abuse and incest were swept under the
 rug. Poverty and child malnutrition rates were higher. African-American families were subject to vicious
 retaliation when they tried to exercise their citizenship rights. Gays and lesbians were forced to live in
 the closet. Anti-semitism was widespread. Disabled and mentally challenged children were often
 warehoused. 

Even those supposedly happy homemakers lived precarious lives. In only 8 states did a homemaker
 have any claim at all to the income her husband earned during marriage.
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