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Differences: Historical and Contemporary
Variations in American Family Life

What Do 
YOU Think?

Are the following statements TRUE or FALSE?
You may be surprised by the answers (see answer key on the following page.)
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1 Compared with contemporary families, colonial family
life was considered more private.

2 Industrialization transformed the role families played
in society, as well as the roles women and men played
in families.

3 Slavery destroyed the African American family system.

4 Compared with what came both before and after,
families of the 1950s were unusually stable.

5 Within upper-class families, husbands and wives are
relatively equal in their household roles and authority.

6 Lower-class families are the most likely to be single-
parent families.

7 Family relationships can suffer as a result of either
downward or upward mobility.

8 Compared with Caucasian families, relationships
between African American husbands and wives are
more traditional.

9 Asian American or Latino families show much variation
within each group, depending on the country from
which they came, why they left, and when they arrived
in the United States.

10 European ethnic groups are as different from one
another as they are from African Americans, Latinos,
Asian Americans, or Native Americans.
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One thing you can almost always count on is that
sometime during the term or semester, whether in class
or in conversation, someone will make the oft-heard
statement, “Well, all families are different.” There is a
lot of truth to that sentiment. For example, your fam-
ily is not like your best friend’s family in every way.
Furthermore, assuming your best friend is someone a
lot like you (which, as you’ve probably noticed, is
common among people who become best friends), the
differences between your families likely understate how
richly variable family experience actually is.

Although it is true that in some ways every family
is different, over the next few chapters we look closely
at some patterned variations that separate and diver-
sify family experiences. Although there are a number
of factors that we could include as sources of such vari-
ation, the current chapter is concerned with the fol-
lowing four: time, social class, race, and ethnicity. In
subsequent chapters we also look at how gender and
sexual orientation shape people’s experiences of rela-
tionships and families. Then, throughout the remain-
der of the book, we draw comparisons and make
contrasts among different types of households and
families—singles, cohabiting and married couples,
parents and nonparents, single-parent households 
and two-parent households, dual earners, male-
breadwinner–female homemaker households and “role
reversers,” first marriages and remarriages, and step
relationships in blended families and blood relation-
ships in birth families. Therefore, the task we start here
won’t end until you finish this book.

We begin by detailing the historical development
of the kinds of families that predominate in the United
States today, noting key transformations and the forces
that created them. This accomplishes two things: It
gives you a better sense of where today’s American
families have come from, and it enables you to see how
different family life has been across generations, even
within the same families. We then shift our attention
to some major racial, ethnic, and economic variations
that diversify contemporary American families.

70 C H A P T E R 3

1 False, see p. 72; 2 True, see p. 73; 3 False, see 
p. 75; 4 True, see p. 79; 5 False, see p. 90;
6 True, see p. 89; 7 True, see p. 94; 8 False, see 
p. 98; 9 True, see p. 104; 10 False, see p. 110.

Answer Key for What Do YouThink

American Families across Time
American marriages and families are dynamic and
must be understood as the products of wider cultural,
demographic, and technological developments (Mintz
and Kellogg 1988). Although we tend to emphasize the
more familiar changes that have occurred over the past
half century or so (post–World War II), those changes
represent only more recent instances of more than 300
years of change that comprise the history of American
family life from the colonial period through the twen-
tieth century. Armed with this brief history, we can
recognize and make connections between changes in
society and changes in families. In addition, we will be
better positioned to assess the meaning of some of the
more dramatic changes that have occurred recently in
American family life.

Finally, on a more personal level, you can better un-
derstand your own genealogies and family histories by
recognizing the shifting stage on which they were
played out.

The Colonial Era

The colonial era is marked by differences among 
cultures, family roles, customs, and traditions. These
families were the original crucible from which our con-
temporary families were formed.

Native American Families

The greatest diversity in American family life proba-
bly existed during our country’s earliest years, when 2
million Native Americans inhabited what is now the
United States and Canada. There were more than 240
groups with distinct family and kinship patterns. Many
groups were patrilineal: rights and property flowed
from the father. Others, such as the Zuni and Hopi in
the Southwest and the Iroquois in the Northeast, were
matrilineal: rights and property descended from the
mother.

Native American families tended to share certain
characteristics, although it is easy to overgeneralize.
Most families were small. There was a high child 
mortality rate, and mothers breastfed their infants;
during breastfeeding, mothers abstained from sexual
intercourse.
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Children were often born in special birth huts. As
they grew older, the young were rarely physically dis-
ciplined. Instead, they were taught by example. Their
families praised them when they were good and pub-
licly shamed them when they were bad. Children began
working at an early stage. Their play, such as hunting
or playing with dolls, was modeled on adult activities.
Ceremonies and rituals marked transitions into adult-
hood. Girls underwent puberty ceremonies at first
menstruation. For boys, events such as growing the
first tooth and killing the first large animal when hunt-
ing signified stages of growing up. A vision quest often
marked the transition to manhood.

porting English women to be sold in marriage. The
European colonists who came to America attempted
to replicate their familiar family system. This system,
strongly influenced by Christianity, emphasized pa-
triarchy (rule by father or eldest male), the subordi-
nation of women, sexual restraint, and family-centered
production.

The family was basically an economic and social
institution, the primary unit for producing most goods
and caring for the needs of its members. The family
planted and harvested food, made clothes, provided
shelter, and cared for the necessities of life.

As a social unit, the family reared children and cared
for the sick, infirm, and aged. Its responsibilities in-
cluded teaching reading, writing, and arithmetic be-
cause there were few schools. The family was also
responsible for religious instruction: it was to join in
prayer, read scripture, and teach the principles of
religion.

Unlike New Englanders, the planter aristocracy that
came to dominate the Southern colonies did not give
high priority to family life; hunting, entertaining, and
politics provided the greatest pleasure. The planter
aristocracy continued to idealize gentry ways until the
Civil War destroyed the slave system upon which the
planters based their wealth.

MARITAL CHOICE. Romantic love was not a factor in
choosing a partner; one practical seventeenth-cen-
tury marriage manual advised women that “this boil-
ing affection is seldom worth anything” (Fraser 1984).
Because marriage had profound economic and so-
cial consequences, parents often selected their chil-
dren’s mates. In the seventeenth century, 8 of the 13
colonies had laws requiring parental approval and im-
posed sanctions as harsh as imprisonment or whip-
ping on men who “insinuated” themselves into a
woman’s affections without her parents’ approval
(Coontz 2005). Even in instances without such re-
strictions, in which individuals were “free to choose,”
children rarely went against their parents’ wishes. If
parents disapproved, their children typically gave up
out of fear of the social and financial consequences
of defying their parents (Coontz 2005). Love was not
irrelevant but came after marriage. It was a person’s
duty to love his or her spouse. The inability to de-
sire and love a marriage partner was considered a de-
fect of character.

Although the Puritans prohibited premarital in-
tercourse, they were not entirely successful. Bundling,
the New England custom in which a young man and
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How far back can you trace your family’s history? What would
you like to know about it? What values, traits, or memories do
you wish to pass on to your descendants?

Reflections

Marriage took place early for girls, usually between
12 and 15 years; for boys, it took place between 15 and
20 years. Some tribes arranged marriages; others 
permitted young men and women to choose their 
partners.

Most groups were monogamous, although some
allowed two wives. Some tribes permitted men to have
sexual relations outside of marriage when their wives
were pregnant or breastfeeding.

Colonial Families

From earliest colonial times, America has been an eth-
nically diverse country. In the houses of Boston, the
mansions and slave quarters of Charleston, the man-
sions of New Orleans, the haciendas of Santa Fe, and
the Hopi dwellings of Oraibi (the oldest continuously
inhabited place in the United States, dating back to
A.D. 1150), American families have provided emo-
tional and economic support for their members.

THE FAMILY. Colonial America was initially settled by
waves of explorers, soldiers, traders, pilgrims, servants,
prisoners, farmers, and slaves. In 1565, in St. Augus-
tine, Florida, the Spanish established the first perma-
nent European settlement in what is now the United
States. But the members of these first groups came as
single men—as explorers, soldiers, and exploiters.

In 1620, the leaders of the Jamestown colony in Vir-
ginia, hoping to promote greater stability, began im-

24243_03_ch3_p068-113.qxd  12/21/06  3:49 PM  Page 71



woman spent the night in bed together, separated by
a wooden bundling board, provided a courting cou-
ple with privacy; it did not, however, encourage re-
straint. An estimated one-third of all marriages in the
eighteenth century took place with the bride pregnant
(Smith and Hindus 1975).

FAMILY LIFE. The colonial family was strictly patriarchal,
and such paternal authority was reinforced by both
the church and the community (Mintz 2004). Steven
Mintz describes the range of fathers’ influence (2004,
13). Fathers were

responsible for leading their households in daily
prayers and scripture reading, catechizing their 
children and servants, and teaching house-
hold members to read so that they might study the
Bible. . . . Childrearing manuals were thus ad-
dressed to men, not their wives. They had an obli-
gation to help their sons find a vocation or calling,
and a legal right to consent to their children’s mar-
riage. Massachusetts Bay Colony and Connecticut
underscored the importance of paternal authority
by making it a capital offense (that is, punishable
by death) for youths sixteen or older to curse or
strike their father.

The authority of the husband/father rested in his
control of land and property. In an agrarian society
such as colonial America, land was the most precious
resource. The manner in which the father decided to
dispose of his land affected his relationships with his
children. In many cases, children were given land ad-
jacent to the father’s farm, but the title did not pass
into their hands until the father died. This power gave
fathers control over their children’s marital choices
and kept them geographically close.

This strongly rooted patriarchy called for wives to
submit to their husbands. The wife was not an equal
but was a helpmate. This subordination was reinforced
by traditional religious doctrine. Like her children, the
colonial wife was economically dependent on her hus-
band. Upon marriage, she transferred to her husband
many rights she had held as a single woman, such as
the right to inherit or sell property, to conduct busi-
ness, and to attend court.

For women, marriage marked the beginning of a
constant cycle of childbearing and childrearing. On
average, colonial women had six children and were
consistently bearing children until around age 40. In
addition to their maternal responsibilities, colonial

women were expected to do a wide range of chores
from cooking and cleaning to spinning, sewing, gar-
dening, keeping chickens, and even brewing beer.
(Mintz and Kellogg 1988).

CHILDHOOD AND ADOLESCENCE. The colonial conception of
childhood was radically different from ours. First, chil-
dren were believed to be evil by nature The commu-
nity accepted the traditional Christian doctrine that
children were conceived and born in sin.

Second, childhood did not represent a period of life
radically different from adulthood. Such a conception
is distinctly modern (Aries 1962; Meckel 1984; Vann
1982). In colonial times, a child was regarded as a small
adult. From the time children were 6 or 7 years old,
they began to be part of the adult world, participating
in adult work and play.

Third, children between the ages 7 and 12 were
often “bound out” or “fostered” as apprentices or do-
mestic servants (Mintz 2004). They lived in the home
of a relative or stranger where they learned a trade or
skill, were educated, and were properly disciplined.
Adolescence—the separate life stage between child-
hood and adulthood—did not exist. They went from
a shorter childhood (than what we are accustomed to)
to adulthood (Mintz and Kellogg 1988; Mintz 2004).
Thus, our contemporary notions of a rebellious life
stage filled with inner conflicts, youthful indiscretions,
and developmental crises do not fit well with the his-
torical record of Plymouth Colony (Demos 1970;
Mintz 2004).

African American Families

In 1619, a Dutch man-of-war docked at Jamestown in
need of supplies. Within its cargo were 20 Africans who
had been captured from a Portuguese slaver. The cap-
tain quickly sold his captives as indentured servants.
Among those first Africans was a woman known by
the English as Isabella and a man known as Antony;
their African names are lost. In Jamestown, Antony
and Isabella married. After several years, Isabella gave
birth to William Tucker, the first African American
child born in what is today the United States. William’s
birth marked the beginning of the African American
family, a unique family system that largely grew out of
the African adjustment to slavery in America. By 1664,
when the British gained what had been Dutch gov-
erned New Amsterdam, 40% of the colony’s popula-
tion consisted of African slaves.

72 C H A P T E R 3
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During the seventeenth and much of the eighteenth
centuries, enslaved Africans and their descendants
faced difficulty forming and maintaining families. It
was hard for men, who often outnumbered women
60% to 40% or worse, to find wives. Enslaved African
Americans were more successful in continuing the tra-
ditional African emphasis on the extended family, in
which aunts, uncles, cousins, and grandparents played
important roles. Although slaves were legally prohib-
ited from marrying, they created their own marriages.

Childhood experience was often bitter and harsh.
It was common for children to be separated from their
parents because of a sale, a repayment of a debt, or a
plantation owner’s decision to transfer slaves from one
property to another (Mintz 2004). Despite the hard-
ships placed on them, enslaved Africans and African
Americans developed strong emotional bonds and
family ties. Slave culture discouraged casual sexual re-
lationships and placed a high value on marital stabil-
ity. On the large plantations, most enslaved people lived
in two-parent families with their children. To main-
tain family identity, parents named their children after
themselves or other relatives or gave them African
names. In the harsh slave system, the family provided
strong support against the daily indignities of servi-
tude. As time went on, the developing African Amer-
ican family blended West African and English family
traditions (McAdoo 1996).

Nineteenth-Century Marriages 
and Families

In the nineteenth century, the traditional colonial fam-
ily form gradually vanished and was replaced by the
modern family.

Industrialization and the Shattering 
of the Old Family

In the nineteenth century, the industrialization of the
United States transformed the face of America. It also
transformed American families from self-sufficient
farm families to wage-earning, increasingly urban fam-
ilies. As factories began producing gigantic harvesters,
combines, and tractors, significantly fewer farm work-
ers were needed. Looking for employment, workers
migrated to the cities, where they found employment
in the ever-expanding factories and businesses. Be-
cause goods were now bought rather than made in the
home, the family began its shift from being primarily
a production unit to being more of a consumer- and
service-oriented unit. With this shift, a radically new
division of labor arose in the family. Men began work-
ing outside the home in factories or offices for wages
they then used to purchase the family’s necessities and
other goods. Men became identified as the family’s sole
provider or breadwinner. Their work was given higher
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Strong family ties
endured in enslaved
African American
families. The extended
family, important in
West African cultures,
continued to be a
source of support and
stability.
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status than women’s work because it was paid in wages.
Men’s work began to be increasingly identified as “real”
work, distinct from the unpaid domestic work done
by women.

Marriage and Families Transformed

Without its central importance as a work unit, and less
and less the source of other important societal func-
tions (for example, education, religious worship, pro-
tection, and recreation), the family became the focus
and abode of feelings. The emotional support and well-
being of adults and the care and nurturing of the young
became the two most important family responsibilities.

THE POWER OF LOVE. This new affectionate foundation of
marriage brought love to the foreground.

Love as the basis of marriage represented the tri-
umph of individual preference over family, social, or
group considerations. Stephanie Coontz reports that
“By the middle of the nineteenth century there was
near unanimity in the middle and upper classes
throughout western Europe and North America that
the love-based marriage, in which the wife stayed home
and was protected and supported by her husband, was
a recipe for heaven on earth” (Coontz 2005, 162).

Women now had a new degree of power: they were
able to choose whom they would marry. Women could
rule out undesirable partners during courtship; they
could choose mates with whom they believed they
would be compatible. Mutual esteem, friendship, and
confidence became guiding ideals. Without love, mar-
riages were considered empty shells.

CHANGING ROLES FOR WOMEN. The two most important
family roles for middle-class women in the nineteenth
century were that of housewife and mother. As there
was a growing emphasis on domesticity in family life,
the role of housewife increased in significance and sta-
tus. Home was the center of life, and the housewife
was responsible for making family life a source of ful-
fillment for everyone. For many women, especially
middle class, this “doctrine of separate spheres” was
wholeheartedly accepted and enthusiastically embraced
(Coontz 2005).

Women also increasingly focused their identities
on motherhood. The nineteenth century witnessed the
most dramatic decline in fertility in American history.
Between 1800 and 1900, fertility dropped by 50%.
Where at the beginning of the nineteenth century
American mothers typically gave birth to between 7

and 10 children, beginning “in her early twenties and
(giving birth) every two years or so until menopause,”
by 1900 the average number of births had fallen to just
3 (Mintz 2004).

Women reduced their childbearing by insisting that
they, not men, control the frequency of intercourse.
Childrearing rather than childbearing became one of
the most important aspects of a woman’s life. Having
fewer children, and having them in the early years of
marriage, allowed more time to concentrate on moth-
ering and opened the door to greater participation in
the world outside the family. This outside participa-
tion manifested itself in women’s heavy involvement
in abolition, prohibition, and women’s emancipation
movements.

CHILDHOOD AND ADOLESCENCE. A strong emphasis was
placed on children as part of the new conception of
the family. A belief in childhood innocence replaced
the idea of childhood corruption. A new sentimental-
ity surrounded the child, who was now viewed as born
in total innocence. Protecting children from experi-
encing or even knowing about the evils of the world
became a major part of childrearing.

The nineteenth century also witnessed the begin-
ning of adolescence. In contrast to colonial youths,
who participated in the adult world of work and other
activities, nineteenth-century adolescents were kept
economically dependent and separate from adult ac-
tivities and often felt apprehensive when they entered
the adult world. This apprehension sometimes led to
the emotional conflicts associated with adolescent
identity crises.

Education also changed as schools, rather than fam-
ilies, became responsible for teaching reading, writ-
ing, and arithmetic, as well as educating students about
ideas and values. Conflicts between the traditional be-
liefs of the family and those of the impersonal school
were inevitable. At school, the child’s peer group in-
creased in importance.

The African American Family: Slavery and Freedom

Although there were large numbers of free African
Americans—100,000 in the North and Midwest and
150,000 in the South—most of what we know about
the African American family before the Civil War is
limited to the slave family.

THE SLAVE FAMILY. By the nineteenth century, the slave
family had already lost much of its African heritage.
Under slavery, the African American family lacked two
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key factors that helped give free African American and
Caucasian families stability: autonomy and economic
importance. Slave marriages were not recognized as
legal. Final authority rested with the owner in all de-
cisions about the lives of slaves. The separation of fam-
ilies was a common occurrence, spreading grief and
despair among thousands of slaves. Furthermore, slave
families worked for their masters, not themselves. It
was impossible for the slave husband/father to become
the provider for his family. The slave women worked
in the fields beside the men. When an enslaved woman
was pregnant, her owner determined her care dur-
ing pregnancy and her relation to her infant after
birth.

Slave children endured deep and lasting depriva-
tion. Often shoeless, sometimes without underwear or
adequate clothing, hungry, underfed and undernour-
ished, and forced into hard physical labor as young
as age 5 or 6, slave children suffered considerably. Rates
of illness and death in infancy and childhood were
high. Furthermore, family life was fragile and often
disrupted. Steven Mintz reports that separation of chil-
dren from parents, especially fathers, was so common
that at least half of all enslaved children experienced
life separate from their father, because he died, lived
on another plantation, or was a white man who de-
clined to acknowledge that they were his children. By
their late teens, either temporary or permanent sepa-
ration from their parents was something virtually all
slave children had suffered (Mintz 2004).

Still, it is important to reiterate that slavery did not
destroy all aspects of slave families. Despite the intense
oppression and hardship to which they were subjected,
many slaves displayed resilience and survived by re-
lying on their families and by adapting their family
system to the conditions of their lives (Mintz and Kel-
logg 1988). This included, for example, relying on ex-
tended kinship networks and, where necessary, on
unrelated adults to serve as surrogates for parents ab-
sent because of the forced breakup of families.

Furthermore, enslavement did not forever destroy
the African American family system. In no way does
saying this diminish the horrors of slavery. Instead, it
acknowledges the resilience of those who survived en-
slavement, and it illustrates how family systems may
be pivotal sources of support and key mechanisms of
surviving even the most extraordinary distress.

AFTER FREEDOM. When freedom came, the formerly en-
slaved African American families had strong emotional
ties and traditions forged from slavery and from their

West African heritage (Guttman 1976; Lantz 1980).
Because they were now legally able to marry, thou-
sands of former slaves formally renewed their vows.
The first year or so after freedom was marked by what
was called “the traveling time,” in which African Amer-
icans traveled up and down the South looking for lost
family members who had been sold. Relatively few
families were reunited, although many continued the
search well into the 1880s.

African American families remained poor, tied to
the land, and segregated. Despite poverty and contin-
ued exploitation, the Southern African American fam-
ily usually consisted of both parents and their children.
Extended kin continued to be important.

Immigration: The Great Transformation

THE OLD AND NEW IMMIGRANTS. In the nineteenth and early
twentieth centuries, great waves of immigration swept
over America. Between 1820 and 1920, 38 million im-
migrants came to the United States. Historians com-
monly divided them into “old” immigrants and “new”
immigrants. The old immigrants, who came between
1830 and 1890, were mostly from western and north-
ern Europe. During this period, Chinese also immi-
grated in large numbers to the West Coast. The new
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Except for Native Americans, most of us have
ancestors who came to America—voluntarily or
involuntarily. Between 1820 and 1920, more
than 38 million immigrants came to the United
States.
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immigrants, who came from eastern and southern 
Europe, began to arrive in great numbers between 1890
and 1914 (when World War I virtually stopped all im-
migration).

Japanese also immigrated to the West Coast and
Hawaii during this time. Today, Americans can trace
their roots to numerous ethnic groups.

As the United States expanded its frontiers, sur-
viving Native Americans were incorporated. The
United States acquired its first Latino population when
it annexed Texas, California, New Mexico, and part
of Arizona after its victory over Mexico in 1848.

THE IMMIGRANT EXPERIENCE. Most immigrants were up-
rooted; they left only when life in the old country be-
came intolerable. The decision to leave their homeland
was never easy. It was a choice between life and death
and meant leaving behind ancient ties.

Most immigrants arrived in America without skills.
Although most came from small villages, they soon
found themselves in the concrete cities of America.
Again, families were key ingredients in overcoming
and surviving extreme hardship. Because families and
friends kept in close contact even when separated by
vast oceans, immigrants seldom left their native coun-
tries without knowing where they were going—to the
ethnic neighborhoods of New York, Chicago, Boston,
San Francisco, Vancouver, and other cities. There they
spoke their own tongues, practiced their own religions,
and ate their customary foods. In these cities, immi-
grants created great economic wealth for America by
providing cheap labor to fuel growing industries.

In America, kinship groups were central to the im-
migrants’ experience and survival. Passage money was
sent to their relatives at home, information was ex-
changed about where to live and find work, families
sought solace by clustering together in ethnic neigh-
borhoods, and informal networks exchanged infor-
mation about employment locally and in other areas.

The family economy, critical to immigrant survival,
was based on cooperation among family members. For
most immigrant families, as for African American fam-
ilies, the middle-class idealization of motherhood and
childhood was a far cry from reality. Because of low
industrial wages, many immigrant families could sur-
vive only by pooling their resources and sending moth-
ers to work and even sending their children to work
in the mines, mills, and factories.

Most groups experienced hostility. Crime, vice, and
immorality were attributed to the newly arrived eth-
nic groups; ethnic slurs became part of everyday par-

lance. Strong activist groups arose to prohibit immi-
gration and promote “Americanism.” Literacy tests re-
quired immigrants to be able to read at least 30 words
in English. In the early 1920s, severe quotas were en-
acted that slowed immigration to a trickle.

It is interesting to note what crucial roles families
played in enabling people to survive the oppression of
enslavement, the difficulties of immigration, and the
impoverishment induced by industrialization.

76 C H A P T E R 3

As you read through these historical perspectives, what are 
your feelings about such struggles and triumphs? How does
knowledge of your family history affect you, your values, and
your behavior?

Reflections

Twentieth-Century 
Marriages and Families

The Rise of Companionate Marriages: 1900–1960

By the beginning of the twentieth century, the func-
tions of American middle-class families had been dra-
matically altered from earlier times. Families had lost
many of their traditional economic, educational, and
welfare functions. Food and goods were produced out-
side the family, children were educated in public
schools, and the poor, aged, and infirm were increas-
ingly cared for by public agencies and hospitals. The
primary focus of the family was becoming even more
centered on meeting the emotional needs of its mem-
bers. In time, cultural emphasis would shift from 
self-sacrificing familism to more self-centered indi-
vidualism, and individuals’ sense of their connections
and obligations to their families would be greatly trans-
formed.

THE NEW COMPANIONATE FAMILY. Beginning in the 1920s, a
new ideal family form was beginning to emerge that
rejected the “old” family based on male authority and
sexual repression. This new family form was based on
the companionate marriage.

There were four major features of this compan-
ionate family (Mintz and Kellogg 1988): (1) Men and
women were to share household decision making and
tasks. (2) Marriages were expected to provide romance,
sexual fulfillment, and emotional growth. (3) Wives
were no longer expected to be guardians of virtue 
and sexual restraint. (4) Children were no longer to be
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protected from the world but were to be given greater
freedom to explore and experience the world; they were
to be treated more democratically and encouraged to
express their feelings.

Through the Depression and World Wars

The history of twentieth-century family life cannot be
told without considering how profoundly family roles
and relationships were affected by the Great Depres-
sion and two world wars. Although many different
connections could be drawn, two seem particularly
significant: changes in the relationship between the
family and the wider society and changes in women’s
and men’s roles in and outside of the family.

LINKING PUBLIC AND PRIVATE LIFE. The economic crisis dur-
ing the Depression was staggering in its scope. Un-
employment jumped from less than 3 million in 1929
to more than 12 million in 1932, and the rate of un-
employment rose from 3.2% to 23.6%.

Over that same span of time, average family income
dropped 40% (Mintz and Kellogg 1988). To cope with
this economic disaster, families turned inward, mod-
ifying their spending, increasing the numbers of wage
earners to include women and children, and pooling
their incomes. Often it was a broadened “inward” to

which they turned, because people often took in rel-
atives or relied on kinship ties for economic assistance
(Mintz and Kellogg 1988).

Ultimately, these more personal, intrafamilial ef-
forts proved insufficient. President Franklin Roosevelt’s
New Deal social programs attempted to respond to the
social and economic despair that more localized ef-
forts were unable to alleviate. Farm relief, rural elec-
trification, Social Security, and a variety of social
welfare provisions were all implemented in the hope
of doing what local communities and individual fam-
ilies could not. Such federal initiatives reflected a dra-
matic ideological shift wherein government now bore
responsibility for the lives and well-being of families
(Mintz and Kellogg 1988).

Precipitated by the mass entrance into the work-
force of millions of previously unemployed women,
including many with young children, there was a clear
need and opportunity for public resources to be com-
mitted to childcare. Unfortunately, the federal gov-
ernment’s response was slow and inadequate given the
sudden and dramatic increase in need and demand
(Filene 1986; Mintz and Kellogg 1988; Mintz 2004).
Most mothers who entered the labor force had to rely
on neighbors and grandparents to provide childcare.
When such supports were unavailable, many had no
choice but to turn their children into “latch-key” kids
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During Word War II women were urged to enter the labor force and especially to enter nontraditional
occupations left vacant by the deployment of men overseas. The images here illustrate the kinds of messages
women received and the kinds of jobs they helped fill.
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fending for themselves (Mintz 2004). Unlike some of
our European allies who invested more heavily in poli-
cies and services to accommodate employed mothers
(Mintz and Kellogg 1988), it took the federal govern-
ment 2 years to “appropriate funds to build and staff
day-care centers, and the funds were sufficient for only
one-tenth of the children who needed them” (Filene
1986). Despite having engineered a propaganda cam-
paign to entice women into jobs vacated by the 16 mil-
lion men who entered the service, the government
remained ambivalent about welcoming mothers of
young children into those positions. However inade-
quate or slow their efforts were, they were still more
ambitious than what followed for most of the rest of
the century.

GENDER CRISES: THE GREAT DEPRESSION AND WORLD WARS. Both
the Depression and the two world wars (especially
World War II) reveal much about the gender founda-
tion on which twentieth-century families rested. Dur-
ing the Depression, it was men whose gender identities
and family statuses were threatened by their lost sta-
tus as providers. During each world war, women were
the ones who faced challenges that required them to
abandon their gender socialization and step into roles
and situations that fell outside their traditional famil-
ial roles. In each instance, the familial gender roles and
identities had to be altered to match extraordinary cir-
cumstances.

What is especially striking about men’s reactions to
their job loss is their internalization of fault for what
was a society-wide economic crisis. Given how wide-
spread unemployment was, we might think that men
would take some comfort in knowing that the predica-
ments they faced were not of their own making. Yet
they had so deeply internalized their sense of them-
selves as providers that their identities, family statuses,
and sense of manhood were all invested in wage earn-
ing and providing. When unable to provide, many men
were deeply shaken. Some were even driven to the
point of emotional breakdown or suicide by their sense
of economic failure (Filene 1986).

For many families, survival depended on the efforts
of wives or the combination of women’s earnings, chil-
dren’s earnings, assistance from kin, or some kind of
public assistance. For those who depended at least
somewhat on women’s earnings, there were other gen-
der consequences of running the household. Some-
times, men were pressed by their wives to contribute
domestically in the women’s “absence.”Although some
did, many others resisted (Filene 1986). Sometimes

women displayed ambivalence about the meaning of
male unemployment and male housework. Whereas
80% of the women who were surveyed in 1939 by the
Ladies’ Home Journal thought an unemployed hus-
band should do the domestic work in the absence of
his employed wife, 60% reported they would lose re-
spect for men whose wives out-earned them (Filene
1986).

If the Depression illustrates male anxiety about
their familial roles as providers, we see in women’s ex-
periences during World Wars I and II that gender
crises were not limited to men. Both wars share that,
in the absence of millions of men, women were
pressed to step into their vacant shoes and participate
in wartime production. During World War I, 1.5 mil-
lion women entered the wartime labor force, many in
jobs previously held largely by men (Filene 1986).
During World War II, the number of employed
women rose dramatically. Between 1941 and 1945, the
numbers of employed women increased by more than
6 million to a wartime high of 19 million (Degler 1980;
Lindsey 1997). Furthermore,“nearly half of all Amer-
ican women held a job at some time during the war”
(Mintz and Kellogg 1988). Whereas single women had
long worked, and poor or minority women had
worked even after marriage, the biggest change in
women’s labor force participation during World War
II was among married, middle-class women. Thus,
despite the strong and widely held cultural emphasis
on the special nurturing role of women and the be-
lief that the home was a woman’s “proper place,”
American society needed women to take over for the
absent men.

Once enticed into nontraditional female employ-
ment, women received both material and nonmater-
ial benefits that were hard for many to surrender once
the war ended and men returned.

Materially, women in traditionally male occupa-
tions received higher wages than they had in their past,
more sex-segregated work experiences. As important,
they also found a sense of gratification and enhanced
self-esteem that were often missing from the jobs they
were more accustomed to. However reluctant they may
have been to take on such work, many were clearly
more than a little ambivalent to leave it.

To assist women in their departures from these jobs,
pro-family rhetoric and a new ideology extolling the
value and importance of women’s roles as mothers and
caregivers were broadly conveyed by a variety of
sources (for example, popular media, social workers,
and educators).

78 C H A P T E R 3
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Families of the 1950s

In the long history of American family life, no other
decade has come to symbolize so much about that his-
tory, despite actually representing relatively little of it.
(Mintz and Kellogg 1988; Coontz 1997). In many ways,
the 1950s appear to be a period of unmatched family
stability. Marriage and birthrates were unusually high,
divorce rates were uncharacteristically low, and the
economy enabled many to buy houses with only one
wage-earning spouse.

During the 1950s, marriage and family seemed to
be central to American lives. It was a time of youth-
ful marriages, increased birthrates, and a stable divorce
rate. Most families were comprised of male bread-
winners and female homemakers. Traditional gender
and marital roles mostly prevailed. Man’s place was in
the world and woman’s place was in the home. Women
were expected to place motherhood first and to sac-
rifice their opportunities for outside advancement to
ensure the success of their husbands and the well-being
of their children.

Given the meaning often invested in this era, it is
important to understand that the 1950s were unique.
Compared with both what came before and what fol-
lowed, families of the 1950s were exceptional. This is
important: It means that anyone who uses this decade
as a baseline against which to compare more recent
trends in such family characteristics as birth, marriage,
or divorce rates starts with a faulty assumption about
how representative it is of American family history.
Looking at those same trends with a longer view re-
veals that the changes that followed the 1950s were
more consistent with some patterns evident in the
nineteenth and earlier part of the twentieth century
(Mintz and Kellogg 1988).

For example, the trend since the Civil War had been
an increase in the divorce rate of about 3% per decade
until the 1950s. During the 1950s, the divorce rate in-
creased less than in any other decade of the twentieth
century. Similarly, after more than 100 years of de-
clining birthrates and shrinking family sizes, during
the 1950s “women of childbearing age bore more chil-
dren, spaced . . . closer together, and had them ear-
lier and faster” than had previous generations (Mintz
and Kellogg 1988). After all, this was the height of the
baby boom; married couples had more children than
either those that preceded them or those that followed.

Much familial experience of the 1950s was created
and sustained by the unprecedented economic growth
and prosperity of the postwar economy (Coontz 1997).

The combination of suburbanization and economic
prosperity, supplemented by governmental assistance
to veterans, allowed many married couples to achieve
the middle-class family dream of home ownership
while raising their children under the loving attention
of full-time caregiving mothers. We must be careful,
though, not to oversimplify family experience of the
1950s. Americans did not all benefit equally from the
economic prosperity and opportunity of the decade.
Thus, overgeneralizations would leave out the experi-
ences of poor and working-class families and racial
minorities for whom neither full-time mothering nor
home ownership were commonplace (Coontz 1997).
In addition, many women found that the ideal lifestyle
of the period left them longing for something more
(Friedan 1963).

When we look at family changes that occurred in
subsequent decades, we need to recognize that eco-
nomic factors, again, were among the most important
determinants of some more dramatic departures from
the 1950s model. This especially pertains to the emer-
gence of the dual-earner household. As Stephanie
Coontz points out, “By the mid-1970s, maintaining
the prescribed family lifestyle meant for many couples
giving up the prescribed family form. They married
later, postponed children, and curbed their fertility;
the wives went out to work” (Coontz 1997). They did
this not in rejection of the family lifestyle of the 1950s
but in the pursuit of central features of that lifestyle,
such as home ownership.

Aspects of Contemporary Marriages and Families

The remaining 12 chapters of this book look closely
at families of the latter decades of the twentieth cen-
tury and the beginning of the twenty-first century. The
characteristics displayed by these families did not
emerge suddenly but were established over years.
Beginning with the latter years of the 1950s and esca-
lating through and then beyond the 1960s and 1970s,
some striking family trends surfaced. These trends per-
sisted through and beyond the end of the twentieth
century, leaving marriages and families reshaped and
the meaning and experience of family life significantly
altered.

Birthrates dropped, people delayed and departed
marriage as almost never before, and individuals in-
creasingly were drawn to cohabitation. The median
age for marriage began to climb in the 1960s, by 1996
reaching the highest it had been in more than 100
years. Even after a slight drop in the last few years of
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the 1990s, the age at entering first marriage climbed
more in the first years of this century and remains 4
years older for men and nearly 5 years for women than
the 1960 ages (Table 3.1).

Marriage and divorce rates rose and fell, the preva-
lence of cohabitation substantially increased, and
birthrates dropped. But even across this shorter his-
torical span family trends are not linear; they go up

and then drop (Table 3.2). Thus, it appears that, even
in the short term, the only constant in family life is
change (Mintz and Kellogg 1988).

Although the trends shown in Tables 3.2 and 3.3
are not the only dimensions of family life that have
seen major change, they are important indicators that
the family is a dynamic institution. Such trends are
also often the sources of much controversy over their
larger meaning. The debates about what is happening
to family life in the United States that we depicted in
Chapter 1 often focus on these very swings. It is ob-
vious that such trends depict change, but what is less
clear is what those changes say about the vitality of the
family.

As we noted, some argue that changes such as these
are worrisome signs of family decline (Popenoe 1993).
With fewer people marrying, more people divorcing,
and more people living together or by themselves out-
side of marriage, the importance of the family—as re-
flected in the stability or desirability of marriage—
appears to be declining, and the future of family life
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Tab le  3.1 ■ Median Age at First Marriage,
1960–2003

Year Males (age) Females (age)

1960 22.8 20.3
1970 23.2 20.8
1980 24.7 22.0
1990 26.1 23.9
2000 26.8 25.1
2003 27.1 25.3

SOURCE: Fields 2003.

Tab le  3.2 ■ Couples and Children: 1970–2000

1970 1980 1990 2000

Married couples 44,728,000 49,112,000 52,317,000 55,311,000
Married couples with children 25,541,000 24,961,000 24,537,000 25,248,000
Percentage of all married couples with children 57% 51% 47% 46%
Unmarried couple households 523,000 1,589,000 2,856,000 4,486,000
Unmarried couples with children 196,000 431,000 891,000 1,563,000
Children living with two parents 59,681,000 47,543,000 46,820,000 49,688,000
Children living with one parent 8,426,000 12,349,000 15,842,000 19,227,000
Births to unmarried women 399,000 666,000 1,165,000 1,308,000
As percentage of all births 11% 18% 28% 33%

SOURCES: U.S. Census Bureau 2000,  Table 77; Jason Fields 2002; National Vital Statistics Reports 2001; Fields and Casper 2000.

Tab le  3.3 ■ Trends in Marriages, Divorces, and Births: 1970–2005

1970 1980 1990 2000 2005

Marriages 2,159,000 2,390,000 2,443,000 2,329,000 2,230,000
Marriage rate 10.6% 10.6% 9.8% 8.5% 7.4%
Divorces 708,000 1,189,000 1,182,000 1,135,000 NA
Divorce rate 2.2% 3.5% 5.2% 4.7% 3.7%
Births 3,731,000 3,612,000 4,158,000 4,063,000 4,143,000
Birth rate* 18.4% 15.9% 16.7% 14.5% 14.0%

SOURCES: U.S. Census Bureau 2002; Munson and Sutton, National Center for Health Statistics, 2005.

NA means data not available.
*Rate per 1,000 people.
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is in some doubt. Others take the more liberal posi-
tion that change is not a bad thing and that with these
changes come more choices for people about the kinds
of families they wish to create and experience (Mintz
and Kellogg 1988; Coontz 1997). Certainly, today’s
families do reflect considerable diversity of structure.
In painting a picture of today’s families, we would
include many categories: breadwinner–homemaker
families with children, two-earner couples with chil-
dren, single-parent households with children, mar-
riages without children, cohabiting couples with or
without children, blended families, role-reversed mar-
riages, and gay and lesbian couples with or without
children.

Whereas American families have from their begin-
nings been diverse entities, with varying cultural and
economic backgrounds (Mintz and Kellogg 1988),
what distinguishes contemporary families is the di-
versity represented by the range and spread of people
across these varying chosen lifestyles.

Factors Promoting Change

Marriages and families are shaped by a number of dif-
ferent forces in society. In looking over the major
changes to American families, we can identify four im-
portant factors that initiated these changes: (1) eco-
nomic changes, (2) technological innovations,
(3) demographics, and (4) gender roles and oppor-
tunities for women.

Economic Changes

As noted earlier, over time, the family has moved from
being an economically productive unit to a consum-
ing, service-oriented unit. Where families once met
most needs of their members—including providing
food, clothing, household goods, and occasionally sur-
plus crops that it bartered or marketed—most of
today’s families must purchase what they need.

Economic factors have been responsible for major
changes in the familial roles played by women and
men. Inflation, economic hardship, and an expanding
economy have led to married women entering the
labor force in unprecedented numbers. Even women
with preschool-aged children are typically employed
outside the home (Figure 3.1). As a result, the dual-
earner marriage and the employed mother have be-
come commonplace features of contemporary families.
As women have increased their participation in the

paid labor force, other familial changes have occurred.
For instance, women are less economically dependent
on either men or marriage. This provides them greater
legitimacy in attempts to exercise marital power. It has
also increased the tension around the division of
household chores and raised anxiety and uncertainty
over who will care for children.

Technological Innovations

Before you read further, stop and think about how your
family routines and relationships are affected by var-
ious technological innovations and devices. Can you
imagine how your family experiences would be dif-
ferent without these devices? You may be wondering
what things we’re talking about. Consider this: The
family has been affected by most major innovations
in technology—from automobiles, telephones, cell
phones, televisions, DVD players, and microwaves to
personal computers and the Internet. These devices
were not designed or invented to transform families
but to improve transportation, enhance communi-
cation, expand choices and quality of entertainment,
and maximize efficiency. Nevertheless, they have had
major repercussions in how family life is experienced.

For example, older devices such as automobiles and
telephones, as well as more recent innovations such as
personal computers, have aided families in maintain-
ing contact across greater distances, thus allowing ex-
tended families to sustain closer relations and nuclear
family members to stay available to one another
through school- and job-related travel or relocation.
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1960

19

1970

30

1980

45

1990

59

2000

63

2004

59

F igure  3.1 ■ Percentage of Married Women Employed
outside the Home Who Have Children 
6 Years Old or Younger

SOURCE: U.S. Census Bureau 2006: Table 586.
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Before we begin examining mar-
riages and families in detail, 

consider some changes that have
occurred over the past 4 decades,
sparking so much debate.

■ Cohabitation. In its technical sense,
cohabitation refers to individuals
sharing living arrangements in an
intimate relationship, whether
these individuals are married or
unmarried. In common usage,
however, cohabitation refers to
relationships in which unmarried
individuals share living quarters
and are sexually involved. (Cohab-
itation and living together are 
often used interchangeably.) A
cohabiting relationship may be
similar to marriage in many of its
functions and roles, but it does not
have equivalent legal sanctions or
rights. Cohabitation has increased
dramatically over the past 40 years.
In addition to the almost 5 million
heterosexual couples, there are an
additional 600,000 to 1 million–
plus same-sex couples living to-
gether outside of marriage.

■ Marriage. A combination of factors
including the women’s movement,
shifting demographics, family pol-
icy, and changing values, particu-
larly as they relate to sexuality,
have altered the meaning of mar-
riage and the role it plays in peo-
ple’s lives. Still, between 80% and
90% of young unmarried women
and men will marry at least once in
their lifetimes.

■ Separation and divorce. Separation
occurs when two married people

no longer live together. It may 
or may not lead to divorce. Many
more people separate than divorce.
Divorce is the legal dissolution of a
marriage. Over the last 50 years,
divorce has changed the face of
marriage and the family in America.
At present, among adults 18 and
over, there are nearly 20 million
who are divorced. The divorce rate
is two to three times what it was
for our parents and grandparents.

Slightly less than half of all those
who marry will divorce within 7 years.

These trends in prevalence of di-
vorce have led to what might be 
considered “the normalization of
divorce.” Divorce has become so
widespread that many scholars view
it as one variation of the normal life
course of American marriages (Coontz
1997). The high divorce rate does 
not indicate that Americans devalue
marriage, however. Paradoxically,
Americans may divorce because they
value marriage so highly. If a mar-
riage does not meet their standards,
they divorce to marry again. They
hope that their second marriages will
fulfill the expectations that their first
marriages failed to meet (Furstenberg
and Spanier 1987).

■ Remarriages, stepfamilies, and 
single-parent families. Contem-
porary divorce patterns are largely
responsible for three related ver-
sions of American marriages and
families: single-parent families,
remarriages, and stepfamilies.
Because of their widespread inci-
dence, these variations are becom-
ing part of our normal marriage
and family patterns.

■ Single-parent families. As many as
one out of six U.S. households con-
sist of single mothers or single 

fathers and their dependent chil-
dren. Single-parent households
represented 32% of all households
with children under 18. Most such
households are created by divorce,
but some are the product of non-
marital births, widowerhood, or
widowhood. There were 12.4 mil-
lion single-parent households in
the United States in 2003; 18%
(2.3 million) were male-headed
households and 82% were female-
headed families. Of note, impor-
tant differences can be observed
between single-father-headed and
single-mother-headed households
in terms of standard of living, num-
bers of children, and marital histo-
ries (Fields 2003).

■ Remarriage. Half of all recent mar-
riages are remarriages for at least
one partner (Coleman, Ganong,
and Fine 2000). Most individuals
who divorce tend to remarry. Rates
differ between men and women
and across different ethnic groups.
Those who remarry are usually
older, have more experience in
both life and work, and have dif-
ferent expectations than those
who marry for the first time.
Remarriages also may create step-
families. When remarriages include
children, a person may become not
only a husband or a wife but also a
stepfather or a stepmother.

■ Stepfamilies. An estimated one-
third of children will reside in a
stepfamily household before reach-
ing adulthood (Coleman et al.
2000). Ironically, despite the hopes
and experience of those who re-
marry, their divorce rate is at least
as much as that of those who
marry for the first time.

Contemporary Patterns of Marriage and Family LifeIssues and Insights
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The proliferation of automobiles also altered the res-
idential and relationship experiences of many Amer-
icans, making it possible for people to live greater
distances from where they work—thus contributing
to the suburbanization of America—and to experi-
ence premarital relationships away from more watch-
ful adult supervision.

Televisions, and more recently the Internet, have
altered the recreation and socialization activities in
which families engage, with both beneficial and neg-
ative consequences. Sitting and watching television
programs together gives family members the oppor-
tunity for shared experiences. As important as the en-
tertainment function of both television and the
Internet are, they also operate as additional socializa-
tion agents, beyond parents and other relatives.

What we watch on television, or view and read 
on the Internet, helps shape our values and beliefs
about the world around us. As shown in a subsequent
chapter, the Internet has also greatly expanded our 
options for meeting potential partners and spouses.
Finally, cell phones, e-mail, and instant messaging have
altered the ways in which parents monitor children
and family members remain in contact with one 
another.

The range of domestic appliances—from washing
machines and dishwashers to microwaves—has altered
how the tasks of housework are done. Although we
might be tempted to conclude that such devices free
people from some time- and labor-intensive burdens
associated with maintaining homes, historical research
has shown that this is not automatically so. For in-
stance, as technology made it possible to more easily
wash clothes, the standards for cleanliness increased.
In the case of microwaves, the time needed for tasks
associated with meal preparation has been reduced,
freeing people to spend more time in other activities
(not necessarily as families, and often away from their
families—at work, for example).

Finally, revolutions in contraception and biomed-
ical technology have reshaped the meaning and expe-
rience of sexuality and parenthood. Much of what we
call the “sexual revolution” in the 1970s and beyond
was fueled partly by safer and more certain methods
of preventing pregnancy, such as the birth control pill.
Regarding parenthood, people who in the past would
have been unable to become parents have the oppor-
tunity to enjoy childbearing and rearing as a result of
assisted reproductive technologies—including med-
ical advances such as in vitro fertilization, as well as

surrogate motherhood and sperm donation. Such 
developments have thus altered the meaning of par-
enthood, as multiple individuals may be involved in
any single conception, pregnancy, and eventual birth.
Sperm and/or egg donors, surrogate mothers, and the
parent or parents who nurture and raise the child all
can claim in some way to have reared the child in ques-
tion. Such changes have complicated the social and
legal meanings of parenthood as that they have opened
the possibility of parenthood to previously infertile
couples or same-sex couples.
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Demographics

The family has undergone dramatic demographic
changes in areas that include family size, life ex-
pectancy, divorce, and death. Three important changes
have emerged:

■ Increased longevity. As people live longer, they are ex-
periencing aspects of family life that few experienced
before. In colonial times, because of a relatively short
life expectancy, husbands and wives could anticipate
a marriage lasting 25 years. Today, couples can remain
married 50 or 60 years. Today’s couples can antici-
pate living many years together after their children
are grown; they can also look forward to grand-
parenthood or great-grandparenthood. Since men
tend to marry women younger than themselves 
and on average die younger than women do, Amer-
ican women can anticipate a prolonged period of
widowhood.

■ Increased divorce rate. The increased divorce rate,
beginning in the late nineteenth century (even before
1900, the United States had the highest divorce rate in
the world), has led to the rise of single-parent fami-
lies and stepfamilies. In this way, it has dramatically
altered the experience of both childhood and parent-
hood and has altered our expectations of married life.

■ Decreased fertility rate. As women bear fewer children,
they have fewer years of childrearing responsibility.

As you stop and think about your family routines and
relationships, how much do they seem to be affected by the
kinds of technological innovations discussed here? How 
would your experiences be without these devices?

Reflections
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With fewer children, partners are able to devote more
time to each other and expend greater energy on each
child. Children from smaller families benefit in a va-
riety of ways from the greater levels of parental at-
tention, although they may lack the advantages of
having multiple siblings. From the adults’ perspec-
tive, smaller families afford women greater opportu-
nity for entering the workforce.

Gender Roles and Opportunities for Women

Changes in gender roles are the fourth force con-
tributing to alterations in American marriages and
families. The history summarized earlier indicated
some major changes that took place in women’s and
men’s responsibilities and opportunities. These gen-
der shifts then directly or indirectly led to changes in
both the ideology surrounding and the reality con-
fronting families.

The emphasis on childrearing and housework as
women’s proper duties lasted until World War II, when,
as we saw, there was a massive influx of women into fac-
tories and stores to replace the men fighting overseas.
This initiated a trend in which women increasingly en-
tered the labor force, became less economically de-
pendent on men, and gained greater power in marriage.

The feminist movement of the 1960s and 1970s led
many women to reexamine their assumptions about
women’s roles. Betty Friedan’s The Feminine Mystique
challenged head-on the traditional assumption that
women found their greatest fulfillment in being moth-
ers and housewives. The women’s movement emerged
to challenge the female roles of housewife, helpmate,
and mother, appealing to some women as it alienated
others.

More recently, the dual-earner marriage made the
traditional division of roles an important and open
question for women. Today, contemporary women
have dramatically different expectations of male–
female roles in marriage, childrearing, housework, and
the workplace than did their mothers and grand-
mothers. Changes in marriage, birth, and divorce rates,
and in the ages at which people enter marriage, have
all been affected by women’s enlarged economic roles.

We have also witnessed changes in what men ex-
pect and are expected to do in marriage and parent-
hood. Although it may still be assumed that men will
be “good providers,” that is no longer enough. Mar-
ried men face greater pressure to share housework and
participate in childcare. Although they have been slow
to increase the amount of housework they do, there

has been more acceptance of the idea that greater fa-
ther involvement benefits both children and fathers.
New standards and expectations of paternal behav-
ior and more participation by fathers in raising chil-
dren help explain the ongoing changes—from how
dual-earner households function to why we are more
accepting of fathers staying home to care for their
young children.

The U.S. Census Bureau estimates that there are 1
million fathers (and 7 million mothers) of children
age 15 or younger who were out of the labor force and
home full-time for all of 2003. Of these, 160,000 (16%)
of the fathers said that the “primary reason” they were
home was to care for home and family. Another 45%
of the fathers were home because of illness or disabil-
ity. Among at-home mothers, 6 million of the 7 mil-
lion (88%) said they were home to care for home and
family (Fields 2004). Furthermore, 2 million preschool-
ers are cared for by their fathers while their mothers
are at work. This is more than the numbers cared for
by any other noninstitutionalized caregiver (U.S. Cen-
sus Bureau 2003).

Gender issues are so central to family life that they
are the subject of the entire next chapter. It is not an
exaggeration to say that we cannot truly understand
the family without recognizing the gender roles and
differences on which it rests.

Cultural Changes

We can, in conclusion, point to a shift in American 
values from an emphasis on obligation and self-
sacrifice to individualism and self-gratification (Bel-
lah et al. 1985; Mintz and Kellogg 1998; Coontz 1997).
The once strong sense of familism, in which individ-
ual self-interest was expected to be subordinated to
family well-being, has given way to more open and
widespread individualism, in which even families can
be sacrificed for individual happiness and personal 
fulfillment.

This shift in values has had consequences for how
people weigh and choose among alternative lifestyle
paths. For example, complex decisions—about
whether and how much to work, whether to stay mar-
ried or to divorce, how much time and attention to de-
vote to children or to spouses—are increasingly made
against a backdrop of pursuing self-gratification and
individual happiness. Values alone have not changed
families, but such shifts in values have contributed to
the choices people make, out of which new family
forms predominate (Coontz 1997).
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How Contemporary Families
Differ from One Another
The preceding discussion traced some ways families
have changed throughout history and why. In that
sense, it has led us to family life of today. But today’s
families differ from one another, a topic we now ex-
plore. We look first at economic factors that differen-
tiate families and then at cultural characteristics, social
class, and race and ethnicity.

Economic Variations in Family Life

A social class is a category of people who share a com-
mon economic position in the stratified (that is, un-
equal) society in which they live. We typically identify
classes using economic indicators such as ownership
of property or wealth, amount of income earned, the
level of prestige accorded to work, and so forth. Social
class has both a structural and a cultural dimension.
Structurally, social class reflects the occupations we
hold (or depend on), the income and power they give
us, and the opportunities they present or deny us. The
cultural dimension of social class refers to any class-
specific values, attitudes, beliefs, and motivations that
distinguish classes from one another. Cultural aspects
of social class are somewhat controversial, especially
when applied to supposed “cultures of poverty”—an
argument holding that poor people become trapped
in poverty because of the values they hold and the be-
haviors in which they engage (Harrington 1962; Lewis
1966). What is unclear regarding “cultures of class” is
how much difference there is in the values and be-
liefs of different classes and whether such differences
cause or follow the more structural dimensions that
separate one class from another.

To an extent, there is also a psychological aspect
to social class. By this we mean the internalization of
economic status in the self-images we form and the
self-esteem we possess. These may also be seen as con-
sequences of other aspects of class position, such as
the self-identity that results from the prestige accorded
to work or the respect paid to accomplishments. Like
the structural and cultural components of social class,
these are brought home and affect our experiences in
our families.

The effect of social class is far reaching and deep.
In an article about how social class affects marriage,

New York Times reporter Tamara Lewin quotes one of
her sources, Della Mae Justice, of Piketown, Kentucky.
Justice grew up in the coal-mining world of Ap-
palachia, in a house without indoor plumbing. Hav-
ing put herself through college and later law school,
she is now solidly and unambiguously middle class.
Justice says, “I think class is everything, I really do.
When you’re poor and from a low socioeconomic
group, you don’t have a lot of choices in life. To me,
being from an upper class is all about confidence. It’s
knowing you have choices, knowing you have con-
nections” (Lewin 2005).

Clearly, many facets of our lives (often referred to by
sociologists as life chances) are affected by our socioe-
conomic status, including our health and well-being,
safety, longevity, religiosity, and politics. A host of fam-
ily experiences also vary up and down the socioeco-
nomic ladder. For instance, class variations can be found
in such family characteristics as age at marriage, age at
parenthood, timing of marriage and parenthood, di-
vision of household labor, ideologies of gender, social-
ization of children, meanings attached to sexuality and
intimacy, and likelihood of violence or divorce.

Conceptualizations of social class vary in how class
is defined and how many classes are identified and
counted in American society. In some formula-
tions of social class, it is a person’s relationship to
the means of production that defines class position.
In other models, people are grouped into classes be-
cause of similar incomes, amounts of wealth, degrees
of occupational status, and years of education.
Whether we claim that the United States has two
(owners and workers), three (upper, middle, and
lower), four (upper, middle, working, and lower), six
(upper-upper, lower-upper, upper-middle, lower-mid-
dle, upper-lower, and lower-lower), or more classes,
the important point about the concept of social class
is that life is differently experienced by individuals
across the range of identified classes and similarly
experienced by people within any one of the class
categories.

Using a fairly common model, we can describe these
classes as follows.

Upper Classes

Roughly 7% to 10% of the population occupies an
“upper class” position. The uppermost level of this
class represents approximately 3% of the population
(Renzetti and Curran 1998; Curry, Jiobu, and
Schwirian 2002). They own 25% to 30% of all 
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private wealth and 60% to 70% of all corporate wealth.
They also receive as much as 25% of all yearly income.
They are sometimes referred to as the “upper-upper
class” or the “ruling class” or “elite.” Their “extraordi-
nary wealth” often takes them into the hundreds of

millions if not billions of dollars (Curry, Jiobu, and
Schwirian 2002).

The rest of the upper class live on yearly incomes
ranging from hundreds of thousands to billions of dol-
lars, own substantial amounts of wealth, and enjoy
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Every day, millions of people in hun-
dreds of countries open thousands

of newspapers and pause to read
comic strips. The list of more popular
strips will have familiar names on it for
just about everyone: Calvin & Hobbes,

Cathy, Doonesbury, Dilbert, Sally Forth,
and Peanuts, which is so popular that
it has run repeated comics for years
since the retirement and later death of
creator Charles Schulz.

Many comic strips focus on family
life, typically featuring a couple and
their young to adolescent children.
Such is the case with two popular
award-winning strips, Baby Blues and
Zits, both of which are written by

Jerry Scott although they have differ-
ent illustrators (Rick Kirkman for Baby
Blues and Jim Borgman for Zits).

Baby Blues portrays what happens
to Wanda and Darryl MacPherson
when, in their 30s, they embark on
life’s great adventure of parenthood
with the arrival of Zoe, Hammish, and
Wren. On the Baby Blues website
(http://www.babyblues.com/family
_tree/familytree.htm), Wanda is 

Popular Culture Can We See Ourselves in “Zits”? Comic Strips 
and Changes in Family Life
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much prestige. Some members of the lower-upper class
may be wealthier than their elite counterparts, living
well in large private homes in exclusive communities
and enjoying considerable privilege. The major dis-
tinction typically drawn between the elite and the

lower-upper class is between “old” and “new” money
(Steinmetz, Clavan, and Stein 1992; Langman 1988).
In other words, the clearest distinction we can draw
between them is in how they achieved and how long
they have enjoyed their affluence.
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described as having “traded working
full-time as a public relations execu-
tive for working fuller time as a
mother.” She is “a complex person . . .
part nurturing mother, part dynamic
organizer, and part exhausted
woman.” Husband Darryl is depicted
as “the consummate involved par-
ent.” Although he finds fatherhood
“the hardest work he’s ever done,”
Darryl is described as loving it. A
March 6, 2005, strip depicted some
ways in which the demands of par-
enthood come to dominate life, 
especially for mothers:

Zits looks at the life of 15-year-old
Jeremy Duncan, “high school fresh-
man with, thank God, four good
friends, but other than that a seri-
ously boring life in a seriously boring
town made livable only by the knowl-
edge that someday in the far-off 
future at least this will all be over”
(http://www.kingfeatures.com/
features/comics/zits/about.htm). His
parents, mother Connie, a frustrated
novelist, and father Walt, an ortho-
dontist, struggle to find ways to com-
municate with Jeremy, a brooding
“handful” of adolescent hormones
and moods.

Comics like Zits and Baby Blues
allow us to laugh at some familiar,
occasionally exaggerated situations
and conversations, but they do much
more. They offer us a window

through which to explore the wider
cultural attitudes and values about
family life. Sociologist Ralph LaRossa,
one of the leading experts on
changes in parenthood and especially
fatherhood through the twentieth
century, has studied the portrayal of
gender and parental roles across six
decades (1940–1999) of popular
comic strips (LaRossa et al. 2000,
2001). Some comics that they exam-
ined included: Blondie, Cathy, Dennis
the Menace, For Better or Worse, Hi
and Lois, Garfield, and Ziggy (LaRossa
et al. 2000). They looked to see how
prominently the Mother’s Day or
Father’s Day theme was represented,
what activities fathers and mothers
were portrayed doing, whether the
fathers and mothers were portrayed
as incompetent, whether they were
mocked or made to look foolish, and
whether father and mother charac-
ters were engaged in nurturant be-
haviors such as expressing affection
toward, caring for, comforting, listen-
ing to, teaching, or praising a child or
children. The data revealed fluctuat-
ing portrayals of fathers as nurturant
or competent. Looking across the 6
decades (in 5-year increments), re-
vealed a U-shaped curve; in the late
1940s and early 1950s there were
high percentages of nurturant fathers
unmatched until the 1990s. However,
an increase in father nurturance can

be seen beginning in the 1980s. This
may be surprising to students who
think that only late in the twentieth
century did nurturing qualities be-
come valued or expected of fathers.
At least comic strip fathers of the late
1940s and early 1950s were often
nurturing and supportive toward their
children. Nurturant portrayals of
mothers “spiked” in the late 1950s
and late 1970s and were consis-
tently high from the mid-1980s to
the end of the century. LaRossa and
colleagues note that, although 
cartoonists seem to have tried to 
acknowledge the new ideology of
nurturant fathers, they did not do 
it “at the expense” of mothers.
“Indeed, if anything, they seemed 
to pay homage to fatherhood and
motherhood at the end of the millen-
nium” (LaRossa et al. 2000, 385).

In Chapter 11 we more explicitly
examine the “culture” and
“conduct” of fatherhood and moth-
erhood. For now, we can use the re-
search on comic strips to reiterate
and illustrate that cultural changes
have occurred in our ideas about
families, in this case our expectations
of fathers. We can also better appre-
ciate how much Walt Duncan and
Darryl MacPherson fit the wider con-
text of involved, if exasperated, comic
strip fathers.
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Middle Classes

In some analyses, the middle class is considered the
largest class, representing between 45% and 50% of
the population (Curry, Jiobu, and Schwirian 2002; Ren-
zetti and Curran 1998). Often, the middle class is sub-
divided into two groupings: the upper-middle class
and the lower-middle class.

The upper-middle class consists of highly paid pro-
fessionals (for example, lawyers, doctors, and engi-
neers) who have annual incomes that may reach into
the hundreds of thousands of dollars (Renzetti and
Curran 1998). They are typically college educated,
although they may not have attended the same elite
colleges as the upper-upper class (Curry, Jiobu,
and Schwirian 2002). Women and men of the upper-
middle class have incomes that allow them luxuries
such as home ownership, vacations, and college edu-
cations for their children. The lower-middle class com-
prises a larger portion of the population. Although it
is impossible to specify an exact income threshold that
separates the lower from the upper middle class, the
lower middle class is comprised of white-collar ser-
vice workers who live on less income and have less
education (or less prestigious degrees) and social stand-
ing than their professional and managerial counter-
parts (for example, physicians, attorneys, managers)
in the upper-middle class. They own or rent more
modest homes and purchase more affordable auto-
mobiles than their upper-middle class counterparts,
and they hope, but with less certainty, to send their
children to college.

Working Class

About a third of the U.S. population is considered
working class. Members of this class tend to work in
blue-collar occupations (as skilled laborers, for ex-
ample), earn between $15,000 and $25,000, and have
high school or vocational educations. The working
class lives somewhat precariously, with little savings
and few liquid assets should illness or job loss occur
(Rubin 1994). They also have difficulty buying their
own homes or sending their children to college (Curry,
Jiobu, and Schwirian 2002).

Lower Class

The lower class consists of those who live in poverty.
Despite an official estimate of 12.5% of the popula-
tion being below the “poverty line” (U.S. Bureau of

Labor Statistics 2005), a more accurate assessment
might indicate that closer to 20% of Americans are
poor (Seccombe 2000). As originally established, the
poverty line was determined by calculating the an-
nual costs of a “minimal food budget” multiplied
by three, since 1960s survey data estimated that fam-
ilies spent one-third of their budgets on food (Sec-
combe 2000). In 2005, the “poverty line” for a family
of four with two children was drawn at $19,350 (see
Table 3.4). Families whose incomes are just $1 above
the threshold for their size are not officially classified
as poor.

Poverty is consistently associated with marital and
family stress, increased divorce rates, low birth weight
and infant deaths, poor health, depression, lowered 
life expectancy, and feelings of hopelessness and de-
spair. Poverty is a major contributing factor to family
dissolution.

Poor families are characterized by irregular em-
ployment or chronic underemployment. Individuals
work at unskilled jobs that pay minimum wage and
offer little security or opportunity for advancement
(Renzetti and Curran 1998). Although many lower-
class individuals rent substandard housing, we also
find a homelessness problem among poor families.
Karen Seccombe (2000) effectively describes the prob-
lems: “Poverty affects one’s total existence. It can
impede adults’ and children’s social, emotional, bio-
logical, and intellectual growth and development.”
She further notes that over a year, most poor families
experience one or more of the following: “eviction,
utilities disconnected, telephone disconnected, hous-
ing with upkeep problems, crowded housing, no re-
frigerator, no stove, or no telephone” (Seccombe
2000).

Despite stereotypes of the poor being African Amer-
icans and Latinos, most poor families—and of those
who receive assistance—are Caucasian. However,
African Americans and Hispanics or Latinos are more
likely to experience poverty than are Caucasians (U.S.
Bureau of Labor Statistics 2005). Those living in
poverty, like their upper- and middle-class counter-
parts, can be subdivided.

THE WORKING POOR. Since 1979, there have been large in-
creases in the proportion of the population who, de-
spite paid employment, live in poverty. The label
working poor refers to people who spent at least 27
weeks in the labor force but whose incomes fell below
the poverty threshold (U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics
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2005). Factors such as low wages, occupational seg-
regation, and the dramatic rise in single-parent fam-
ilies account for why having a job and an income may
not be enough to keep people out of poverty (Ellwood
1988).

Based on a U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics 2005 
report, “A Profile of the Working Poor: 2003,” we can
make the following statements about the working
poor:

■ Of the nation’s poor, 20% can be classified as “work-
ing poor.”This amounts to 7.4 million people and 4.2
million families.

■ Single-parent families are more likely to be among
the working poor than are families of married cou-
ples. More than one of every five (22.5%) single-
female-headed families are “working poor,”compared
to 13.5% of single-male-headed families and 8.4% of
families of married couples.

■ Certain categories of people are more vulnerable to
being among the working poor—younger workers,
people who fail to finish high school, and people who
work part-time.Women are more likely to be among
the working poor than are older workers, college grad-
uates, full-time workers, and men.

Although their family members may be working or
looking for work, these families cannot earn enough
to raise themselves out of poverty. An individual work-
ing full-time at minimum wage simply does not earn
enough to support a family of three. Thus, this kind
of poverty results from problems in the economic
structure—low wages, job insecurity or instability, or
lack of available jobs.

THE GHETTO POOR. The homeless and ghetto poor—inner-
city residents, disproportionately African Americans
and Latinos, who live in poverty—are deeply disturb-
ing counterpoints to wider cultural values and be-
liefs that are definitive features of American life. Their
lifestyles and circumstances challenge cherished im-
ages of wealth, opportunity, and economic mobility.
It is not clear exactly who the ghetto poor are. They
are primarily a phenomenon of the ghettos and bar-
rios of decaying cities, where poor African Americans
and Latinos are overrepresented.

The behaviors, actions, and problems found among
the ghetto poor are often responses to lack of oppor-
tunity, urban neglect, and inadequate housing and
schooling. With the flight of manufacturing, few job
opportunities exist in the inner cities; the jobs that do
exist are usually service jobs that fail to pay their work-
ers sufficient wages to allow them to rise above
poverty. Schools are substandard. The infant death
rate approaches that of third world countries, and
HIV infection and AIDS are epidemic. The housing
projects are infested with crime and drug abuse, turn-
ing them into kingdoms of despair. Gunfire often
punctuates the night. A woman addicted to crack ex-
plained, “I feel like I’m a different person when I’m
not here. I feel good. I feel I don’t need drugs. But
being in here, you just feel like you’re drowning. It’s
like being in jail. I hate the projects. I hate this rat
hole” (DeParle 1991).

SPELLS OF POVERTY. Most of those who fall below the
poverty threshold tend to be there for spells of time
rather than permanently (Rank and Cheng 1995).
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Tab le  3.4 ■ 2005 Federal Poverty Guidelines

People in Family Unit 48 Contiguous States and D.C. Alaska Hawaii

1 $ 9,570 $11,950 $11,010
2 12,830 16,030 14,760
3 16,090 20,110 18,510
4 19,350 24,190 22,260
5 22,610 28,270 26,010
6 25,870 32,350 29,760
7 29,130 36,430 33,510
8 32,390 40,510 37,260

For each additional person, add 3,260 4,080 3,750

SOURCE: Federal Register 2005, 8,373–8,375.
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About a quarter of the American population may re-
quire some form of assistance at one time during their
lives because of changes in families caused by divorce,
unemployment, illness, disability, or death. About half
of our children are vulnerable to poverty spells at least
once during their childhood. Many families who re-
ceive assistance are in the early stages of recovery from
an economic crisis caused by the death, separation, di-
vorce, or disability of the family’s major wage earner.
Many who accept government assistance return to self-
sufficiency within a year or two. Most children in these
families do not experience poverty after they leave
home.

Two major factors are related to the beginning and
ending of spells of poverty: changes in income and
changes in family composition. Many poverty spells
begin with a decline in earnings of the head of the
household, such as a job loss or a cut in work hours.
Other causes include a decline in earnings of other
family members, the transition to single parenting, the
birth of a child to a single mother, and the move of a
youth to his or her own household.

POOR WOMEN AND CHILDREN. The feminization of poverty
is a painful fact that has resulted primarily from high
rates of divorce, increasing numbers of unmarried
women with children, and women’s lack of economic
resources (Starrels, Bould, and Nicholas 1994). When
women with children divorce, their income and stan-
dard of living fall, often dramatically. By family type,
26.5% of single-mother families are below the poverty
line (U.S. Census Bureau 2003).

In 2004, 13 million children, 17.8% of children
under 18, were poor. The rate is higher among younger
children; 18.6% of children under age 6, living in fam-
ilies, were poor (Proctor and Dalaker 2003). Like their
parents, they move in and out of spells of poverty, de-
pending on major changes in family structure, em-
ployment status of family members, or the disability
status of the family head (Duncan and Rodgers 1988).
These variables affect ethnic groups differently and ac-
count for differences in child poverty rates. African
Americans, for example, have significantly higher un-
employment rates and numbers of never-married sin-
gle mothers than do other groups. As a result, their
childhood poverty rates are markedly higher. More
than a third of African American children are poor, as
are nearly 30% of Hispanic children. In contrast, 10.5%
of Caucasian children and 9.8% of Asian American
children lived in poverty in 2004 (U.S. Census Bureau

2004, Report P60, n. 229, Table B-2, pp. 52–57). Being
poor puts the most ordinary needs—from health care
to housing—out of reach.

Class and Family Life

Working within this framework, we can note some
ways in which family life is differently experienced
by each of the four classes. Although there are a num-
ber of family characteristics we could consider (in-
cluding divorce, domestic violence, and the division
of labor), we look briefly at class-based differences in
marriage relationships, parent–child relationships, and
ties between nuclear and extended families.

Marriage Relationships

Within upper-class families we tend to find sharply
sex-segregated marriages in which women are sub-
ordinated to their husbands. Upper-class women often
function as supports for their husbands’ successful eco-
nomic and political activities, thus illustrating the two-
person career (Papanek 1973).

Although their supportive activities may be essen-
tial to the husbands’ success, such wives are neither
paid nor widely recognized for their efforts. Rather
than having their own careers, they often volunteer
within charitable organizations or their communities.
They are free to pursue such activities because they
have many servants—from cooks to chauffeurs to nan-
nies—who do the domestic work and some childcare
or supervision.

Middle-class marriages tend to be ideologically more
egalitarian and are often two-career marriages. In fact,
middle-class lifestyles increasingly require two in-
comes. This creates both benefits and costs for 
middle-class women. The benefits include having more
say in family decision making and greater legitimacy
in asking for help with domestic and childrearing tasks.
The costs include the failure to receive the help they
request. Because working wives likely earn less than
their husbands, the strength of their role in family de-
cision making may still be less than that of their hus-
bands. We say they are “ideologically” more egalitarian
because middle-class couples more highly value and
more readily accept the ideal of marriage as a sharing,
communicating relationship in which spouses func-
tion as “best friends.”
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Once more explicitly traditional, working-class
marriages are becoming more like their middle-class
counterparts. Whereas such marriages in the past were
clearly more traditional in both rhetoric and division
of responsibilities, in recent years they have moved to-
ward a model of sharing both roles and responsibil-
ities (Komarovsky 1962; Rubin 1976, 1994). The
sharply segregated, traditional marriage roles evident
even just 2 decades ago have given way to two-earner
households, increasingly driven by the need for two
incomes.

Especially among those working-class couples who
work “opposite” shifts, we find higher levels of shar-
ing domestic and childcare responsibilities, as well as
greater male involvement in home life (Rubin 1994).
The reality of being the only parent home forces men
to take on tasks that otherwise might be done by wives.
Necessity, not ideology, creates this outcome. The
meaning of male participation in home life may vary
more than actual behavior or vary differently than lev-
els of actual involvement. Male involvement may have
greater “value” in the circles in which middle-class men
live and work but be more of a practicality or neces-
sity for working-class men. Thus, working-class men
may understate, and middle-class men may exagger-
ate, what and how much they do.

Marriages among the lower class are the least sta-
ble marriages. Men are often absent from day-to-day
family life. Resulting from the combination of high di-
vorce rates and widespread nonmarital childbearing,
a third of single mothers and their children are poor,
roughly six times the rate of poverty among married
couple families with children. Furthermore, although

they represent only about a fourth of all families in the
United States, they are nearly half of the 6 million poor
families (Lichter and Crowley 2002). The cultural as-
sociation of men’s wage earning with fulfillment of
their family responsibilities subjects lower-class men
to harsher experiences within families. They are less
likely to marry. If married, they are less likely to re-
main married, and when married they derive fewer of
the benefits that supposedly accrue in marriage.

Catherine Ross and her colleagues (1991) account
for the connection between poverty and divorce as 
follows:

It is in the household that the larger social and eco-
nomic order impinges on individuals, exposing
them to varying degrees of hardship, frustration,
and struggle. The struggle to pay the bills and to
feed and clothe the family on an inadequate budget
takes its toll in feeling run-down and tired, having
no energy, and feeling that everything is an effort,
that the future is hopeless, that you can’t shake the
blues, that nagging worries make for restless sleep,
and that there isn’t much to enjoy in life.

When marriages cross class lines, other problems
can arise. People may find themselves feeling out of
step, as if they are in a world where there are different,
perhaps dramatically different, assumptions about how
to discipline and raise children, where to go and what
to do on vacation, and how to save or spend money
(Lewin 2005). It is more difficult to measure than in-
terracial marriage or religious intermarriage, but using
education as an indicator of class, there appear to be
less cross-class marriages than in the past. Most of
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Family experiences are affected by such variables as social class and ethnicity.
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those marriages that do cross class lines are now be-
tween women with more education marrying men with
less. This combination does not bode especially well
for the future stability of the marriages (Lewin 2005).

Parents and Children

The relationships between parents and children vary
across social lines, but most research has focused on
the middle and working classes (Kohn 1990). Among
the upper class, some hands-on childrearing may be
done by nannies or au pairs. Certainly, mothers are in-
volved, and relationships between parents and chil-
dren are loving, but parental involvement in economic
and civic activities may sharply curtail time with chil-
dren (Langman 1987). For upper-class parents, an im-
portant objective is to see that children acquire the
appropriate understanding of their social standing and
that they cultivate the right connections with others
like themselves. They may attend private and exclusive
boarding schools and later join appropriate clubs and
organizations. Their eventual choice of a spouse re-
ceives especially close parental scrutiny.

A considerable amount of research indicates that
working- and middle-class parents socialize their chil-
dren differently and have different objectives for chil-
drearing (Kohn 1990; Rubin 1994; Hays 1996; Lareau
2003). Although all parents want to raise happy and
caring children, middle-class parents tend to empha-
size autonomy and self-discipline and working-class
parents tend to stress compliance (Kohn 1990, Hays
1996). In her 1996 study of mothers, Sharon Hays iden-
tified differences between what middle- and working-
class mothers believed made for a “good mother” and
what they thought children most need. Whereas work-
ing-class mothers saw and therefore stressed educa-
tion as essential for their children’s later life chances,
middle-class mothers took for granted that their chil-
dren would receive good-quality educations and em-
phasized, instead, the importance of building children’s
self-esteem. And although both classes of mothers ac-
knowledged using spanking to discipline their chil-
dren, middle-class mothers spanked more selectively
and favored other methods of discipline (for example,
“timeout”) (Hays 1996).

One of the more recent and fascinating class com-
parisons is Annette Lareau’s Unequal Childhoods
(2003). Lareau contends that “social class does indeed
create distinctive parenting styles . . . that parents
differ by class in the ways they define their own roles
in their children’s lives as well as in how they perceive

the nature of childhood” (Lareau 2002, 748). Lareau
introduces the concepts of concerted cultivation and
accomplishment of natural growth to represent class-
based differences in philosophy of childrearing.

Middle class families engage in concerted cultiva-
tion. Parents enroll their children in numerous ex-
tracurricular activities, from athletics to art and music,
that come to dominate their children’s lives, as well
as the life of the whole family. Through these activi-
ties, however, children partake in and enjoy a wider
range of outside activities and interact with a range of
adults in authoritative positions, giving them experi-
ences and expertise that can serve them well later. Be-
cause of the way household life tends to center around
children’s schedules and activities, the other members
of these middle-class families (parents and siblings)
are forced to endure a frenzied pace and a shortage
of family time (See the “Real Families” box).

Working-class parents, lacking the material re-
sources to enroll their children in such activities, tend
to focus less on developing their children and more on
letting them grow and develop naturally, play freely in
unsupervised settings, and spend time with relatives
and in the neighborhood. For a sense of how these two
approaches may have been experienced by children,
see the “Real Families” box.

Lower-class families are the most likely of all fam-
ilies to be single-parent families. Single parents, in gen-
eral, may suffer stresses and experience difficulties that
parents in two-parent households do not, but this sit-
uation is exacerbated for low-income single parents
(McLanahan and Booth 1989). Parent–child relation-
ships suffer from a variety of characteristics of lower-
class life: unsteady, low-pay employment; substandard
housing; and uncertainty about obtaining even the
most basic necessities (food, clothing, and so forth).
All of these can affect the quality of parent–child re-
lationships and the ability of parents to supervise and
control what happens to and with their children.

Extended Family Ties

Links between nuclear family households and extended
kin vary in kind and meaning across social class. By
some measures, the least closely connected group may
be the middle class, which, because of the geographic
mobility that accompanies their economic status, may
find themselves the most physically removed from their
kin. As Matthijs Kalmijn observed among the upper-
middle-class families he studied in the Netherlands,
they live almost three times as far from their siblings,
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and more than three times as far from their parents
and their (adult) children, as does the lowest-educated
class (Kalmijn 2004). Similar class differences can be
observed in the United States.

Middle-class families do visit kin or phone regu-
larly and are available to exchange aid when needed.
Still, the emphasis is on the conjugal family of spouses
and children.

D I F F E R E N C E S :  H I S T O R I C A L  A N D  C O N T E M P O R A R Y  VA R I AT I O N S  I N  A M E R I C A N  FA M I LY  L I F E 93

Louise and Don Tallinger are proud
parents of three boys, 10-year-

old Garrett, 7-year-old Spencer, and
4-year-old Sam. They are also busy
professionals; Louise is a personnel
consultant, and Don is a fund-raising
consultant. Between them, they earn
$175,000, making them comfortably
upper-middle class. They travel a lot
for work; Don is out of town an aver-
age of three days a week, and Louise,
four or five times a month, flies out
of state early in the morning and re-
turns sometime after dinner. Don of-
ten doesn’t return home from work
until 9:30 p.m. This middle-class 
family of five is one of the families
studied by Annette Lareau in her fas-
cinating class comparison, Unequal
Childhoods.

With 10-year-old Garrett’s involve-
ments in baseball, soccer, swim team,
piano, and saxophone lessons, his
schedule dictates the pace and rou-
tines of the household. Lareau de-
scribes what life is like for Don and
Louise (2003, 42):

Rush home, rifle through the mail,
prepare snacks, change out of . . .
work clothes, make sure the chil-
dren are appropriately dressed and
have the proper equipment for 
the upcoming activity, find the car
keys, put the dog outside, load the
children and equipment into the
car, lock the door and drive off.

The Tallingers epitomize the 
middle-class childrearing strategy

Lareau called concerted cultivation.
This lifestyle, dedicated as it is to each
child’s individual development and
enrichment, is exhausting just to read
about. It may be familiar to you as an
extreme example of your experiences;
Lareau argues that among the middle
class it is not uncommon.

The brothers hardly go long
stretches without some scheduled
activity, most of which require adult-
supplied transportation, adult supervi-
sion, and adult planning and schedul-
ing. Rarely can they count on playing
outside all day like children in working
and lower-class families might.

Of course, working and lower-class
children could not participate in all of
the activities that the Tallinger boys
do. By the Tallingers’ estimate,
Garrett’s activities alone cost more
than $4,000 a year. Despite this obvi-
ous advantage, Garrett feels disad-
vantaged because he cannot attend
the private school he once attended.

Although Lareau is careful to illus-
trate what middle-class children like
the Tallinger boys miss out on—free
play, closer connections to relatives,
more time for themselves away from
adult supervision and control, com-
fort with and ability to amuse them-
selves, and less fatigue—she also
illustrates the many benefits they re-
ceive beyond involvement in activities
that they enjoy. The Tallingers believe
that all the activities that their boys
participate in teach them to work as
part of a team, to perform on a pub-
lic stage and in front of adults, to
compete, to grow familiar with 
the many performance-based 
assessments that will come at 
them through school and work 

experiences, and to prioritize. The
children travel to tournaments, eat in
restaurants, and stay in hotels; they
may fly to summer camps or special
programs out of state or overseas.
Indeed, Lareau suggests that children
like the Tallinger boys may travel
more than working-class and poor
adults (2003, 63). These experiences,
combined with what the Tallingers
teach the boys at home, promote
skills that enhance their chances of
staying or even moving higher up in
the middle class.

In lifestyles such as this one, family
life is organized and ruled by large
calendars that detail the children’s
sports, play activities, music, and
scouting events. It then falls on the
parents to see that their children ar-
rive at these activities, often directly
from one to another. As Lareau
somberly puts, “At times, middle-
class homes seem to be little more
than holding places for the occupants
during the brief periods when they
are between activities” (2003, 64).

For Further Consideration

1. What is your reaction to the
Tallingers’ lifestyle? Is it at all familiar
to you from either firsthand experi-
ence or experiences of those you
know?

2. As you see it, what are the biggest
benefits and costs associated with
this way of life?

3. What do you see as the effect on
Garrett? His parents? His brothers?

SOURCE: Lareau 2003.

Real Families Middle-Class Parenting, Middle-Class Childhood
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Closer connections may be found among both the
working and the upper classes, although the reasons
differ. In the case of working-class families, there are
often both the opportunity and the need for extensive
familial involvement. Opportunity results from lesser
levels of geographic mobility, which results in closer
proximity and allows more continuous contact to re-
sult. The need for involvement is created by the pool-
ing of resources and exchange of services (for example,
childcare) that often result between adults and their
parents or among adult siblings. Intergenerational up-
ward mobility may lessen the reliance on extended
families (see discussion later in this chapter).

Upper-class families, especially among the “old”
upper class, highly value the importance of family
name and ancestry. They tend to maintain strong and
active kinship groups that exert influence in the mate
selection processes of members and monitor the be-
havior of members. Inheritance of wealth gives the kin
group more than symbolic importance in their abil-
ity to influence behavior of individual members.

Among the lower class, kin ties—both real and fic-
tive—may be essential resources in determining eco-
nomic and social survival. Grandparents, aunts, and
uncles may fill in for or replace absent parents, and
multigenerational households (for example, children
living with their mothers and grandmothers) are fairly
common. Fictive kin ties refer to the extension of kin-
ship-like status to neighbors and friends, thus sym-
bolizing both an intensity of commitment and a
willingness to help one another meet needs of daily
life (Stack 1974; Liebow 1967).

The Dynamic Nature of Social Class

Like other aspects of family life, social class position
is not set in stone. Individuals may experience social
mobility, movement up or down the social class lad-
der. Either kind of social mobility can affect family 
relationships, especially, although not exclusively,
intergenerational relationships (Kalmijn 2004; New-
man 1988; Sennett and Cobb 1972). For example, chil-
dren who see their parents “fall from grace,” through
job loss and dwindling assets look differently at those
parents. Fathers who once seemed heroic may become
the source of concern, and even resentment, as their
job loss threatens the lifestyle of the family on which
children depend (Newman 1988). Children who in
adulthood climb upward occasionally find their rela-
tionships with their parents suffering as a result. As

they are exposed to new values and ideas that differ
from those held by their parents, generational tension
and social distance may follow. Furthermore, as they
move into a new social circle, parents (as well as less
mobile siblings) may appear to fit less well with their
new life circumstances. The more they strive to fit into
new circles and circumstances accompanying their in-
creased social standing, the less well they may fit com-
fortably within their ongoing family relationships.

Aside from the difficulty fitting parents and sib-
lings into a new social standing, practical consid-
erations, imposed by a job, may create obstacles
preventing individuals from maintaining closer rela-
tionships. As is true elsewhere, ascending the ladder
to a higher rung may require geographic relocation.
Such jobs may also impose greater demands on the
individual time. To these constraints of time and dis-
tance we can add that as someone establishes new
friendships and participates in leisure activities, fur-
ther reductions in opportunity and availability may
result (Kalmijn 2004).

Marital relationships, too, may be altered by 
either downward or upward mobility. Research indi-
cates that some men who lose their jobs and “slide
downward” react to their economic misfortune by
abusing their spouses, turning to alcohol or other sub-
stances, withdrawing emotionally, or leaving the home
(Rubin 1994; Newman 1988). Changes in the marriage
are not entirely of men’s doing; after an initial period
of sympathy and support, wives may grow impatient
with their husbands’ unemployment or alter their pos-
itive views of the husbands’ dedication as a worker or
job seeker. In addition, as couples are forced to scale
back their accustomed lifestyle, tensions may rise and
resentment and distance may grow.

Upward mobility may also transform marriage re-
lationships. We are familiar with the situation faced by
women who, after sacrificing to help launch their hus-
bands’ careers by supporting them through school, are
left by those same husbands once they have achieved
their career goals. With their own increasing economic
opportunity, some women find that marriage becomes
less desirable because of the constraints it continues
to impose on their career development.

Racial and Ethnic Diversity

The United States is a richly diverse society. This is not
news to you; we pride ourselves on our multicultural
mix of groups, whether we see them “melting” together
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into one large pot or, like a salad bowl, retaining their
uniqueness even when tossed together. As we begin to
look at the racial and ethnic variations in family ex-
perience, we need to first note the multiplicity of dif-
ferent groups that make up the U.S. population. To get
at this, the U.S. Census Bureau asked the following
question:

What is this person’s ancestry or ethnic origin? (For
example, Italian, Jamaican, African American, Cam-
bodian, Cape Verdeian, Norwegian, Dominican,
French Canadian, Haitian, Korean, Lebanese,
Polish, Nigerian, Mexican, Taiwanese, Ukranian,
and so on.)

The U.S. Census Bureau goes on to define ances-
try as any of the following: “where their ancestors are
from, where they or their parents originated, or sim-
ply how they see themselves ethnically” (Brittingham
and de la Cruz 2004). The census also contains items
about a person’s race and whether she or he is of His-
panic origin. Thus, there are multiple attempts to get
at the diversity of the population. This creates some
inconsistency or incompatibility in the data, however.
Although both African American and Mexican are op-
tions for people to select as their “ancestry,” many fewer
people in both groups identified themselves in terms
of these ancestry categories than answered that their
race was African American or that they were Hispanic
of Mexican origin. In the census, 12 million fewer peo-
ple answered that their ancestry was African Ameri-
can than answered that their race was African
American. In addition, 2 million fewer people listed
Mexican ancestry than answered that way on the ques-
tion about Hispanic origin. Thus, the ancestry data
need to be approached with some caution when deal-
ing with groups that surface on more than one ques-
tion (for example, African Americans, Chinese,
Mexican, and American Indian).

Of the population, 80% identified one or more an-
cestries, with 58% specifying one ancestry group and
another 22% specifying two. Of the remainder, 19%
did not report any ancestry and 1% reported some
otherwise unclassifiable category such as “a mixture”
(Brittingham and de la Cruz 2004).

Seven different ancestries were reported by at least
15 million people each. Most common was German.
Almost 43 million people identified themselves as
German or part German, nearly one out of six people
or 15% of the population. The other six ancestries that
were selected by at least 15 million people were as
shown in Table 3.5.

In addition, there are eight other ancestries that
represent at least 4 million people each: Polish, French,
American Indian, Scottish, Dutch, Norwegian, Scotch-
Irish, and Swedish.

Race, Ethnicity, and Minority Groups

Before we begin to look more closely at diversity in
family experience, we need to define several impor-
tant terms. A race or racial group is a group of peo-
ple, such as whites, blacks, and Asians, classified
according to their phenotype—their anatomical and
physical characteristics. Racial groups share common
phenotypical characteristics, such as skin color and fa-
cial structure. The concept of race is often misused and
misunderstood. We should neither assume a purity or
homogeneity within racial groupings (in skin color,
facial features, and so on) nor treat racial groups as su-
perior or inferior in comparison to one another. In 
either of those biological applications, the concept of
race is clearly a myth (Henslin 2000). Socially, how-
ever, we perceive or identify ourselves within racial
classifications and are treated and act toward others
on the basis of race, which makes it a highly signifi-
cant factor in shaping our life experiences. Although
its biological importance may be doubtful, its social
significance remains great.

An ethnic group is a set of people distinct from
other groups because of cultural characteristics. Such
things as language, religion, and customs are shared
within and allow us to differentiate among ethnic
groups. These cultural characteristics are transmit-
ted from one generation to another and may then
shape how each person thinks and acts—both inside
and outside of families.
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Tab le  3.5 ■ Most Common Ancestries

Number Percentage
Group of People of Population

German 43.0 million 15
Irish 30.5 million 10.8
African American* 24.9 million 8.8
English 24.5 million 8.7
American 20.2 million 7.2
Mexican* 18.4 million 6.5
Italian 15.6 million 5.6

*Remember, these are undercounts compared with what other census 
questions yield.
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Either a racial or an ethnic group can be consid-
ered a minority group depending on social experi-
ence. Minority groups are so designated not because
of their numerical size in the wider population but be-
cause of their status (position in the social hierarchy),
which places them at an economic, social, and politi-
cal disadvantage (Taylor 1994b). Thus, African Amer-
icans are simultaneously an ethnic, a racial, and a
minority group in the United States (as well as an an-
cestry category as shown previously). The term African
American, used increasingly instead of black, reflects
the growing awareness of the importance of ethnic-
ity (culture) in contrast to race (skin color) (Smith
1992; but see Taylor 1994b).

As we will soon see, ethnic and/or racial differences
are often difficult to untangle from social class differ-
ences. It may be that some differences in family pat-
terns reflect cultural background factors or distinctive
values. However, it is equally plausible that ethnic or
racial differences in family patterns reflect the differ-
ent socioeconomic circumstances under which dif-
ferent groups live (Aponte, Beal, and Jiles 1999).

According to recent census data (U.S. Census Bureau
2000), more than 30% of the U.S. population are peo-
ple of color: 13% are African American, 13% are 
Hispanic, 4% are Asian/Pacific Islander, and 1% are 
Native American. By 2050, the population is expected
to be just over 50% Caucasian, 24% Hispanic, 13%
African American, 9% Asian, and 1% Native American.

As we embark on our discussion of race and eth-
nicity in family life, it is important to be aware of the
danger of thinking in terms of ethnocentric fallacies
(a term introduced in Chapter 2), beliefs that your eth-
nic group, nation, or culture is innately superior to
others. In the following sections we consider briefly
some distinctive characteristics and strengths of fam-
ilies from various ethnic and cultural groups.

We also need to keep in mind that until the last 35
years most research about American marriages and

families tended to be limited to the white, middle-class
family. The nuclear family was the norm against which
all other families, including single parent and step-
families were evaluated and often viewed as patho-
logical because they differed from the traditional norm.
A similar distortion also has influenced our under-
standing of African American, Latino, Asian Ameri-
can, and Native American families. Instead of
recognizing the strengths of diverse ethnic family sys-
tems, misguided researchers viewed these families as
“tangles of pathology” for failing to meet the model of
the traditional nuclear family (Moynihan 1965). Part
of this distortion resulted from the long-term scarcity
of studies on families from African American, Latino,
Asian American, Native American, and other ethnic
groups. Furthermore, many earlier studies focused on
weaknesses rather than strengths, giving the impres-
sion that all families from a particular ethnic group
were riddled by problems (Dilworth-Anderson and
McAdoo 1988; Taylor 1994a, 1994b; Taylor et al. 1991).

The “culture of poverty” approach, for example,
sees African American families as being deeply en-
meshed in illegitimacy, poverty, and welfare as a result
of their slave heritage. As one scholar notes, the cul-
ture of poverty approach “views black families from a
white middle-class vantage point and results in a pe-
jorative analysis of black family life” (Demos 1990).
This approach ignores most families that are intact or
middle class. It also fails to see African American fam-
ily strengths, such as strong kinship bonds, role flexi-
bility, love of children, commitment to education, and
care for the elderly.

America is a pluralistic society. Thus, it is impor-
tant that students and researchers alike reexamine di-
versity among our different ethnic groups as possible
sources of strength rather than pathology (DeGenova
1997). For instance, cultures may vary widely in how
the best interests of the child are defined (Murphy-
Berman, Levesque, and Berman 1996). Differences may
not necessarily be problems but solutions to problems;
they may be signs of adaptation rather than weakness
(Adams 1985). As two family scholars pointed out,
“Whether a phenomenon is viewed as a problem or a
solution may not be objective reality at all but may
be determined by the observer’s values” (Dilworth-
Anderson and McAdoo 1988).

AFRICAN AMERICAN FAMILIES. According to the 2000 cen-
sus, the more than 34 million African Americans in
the United States represented 12.2% of the popula-
tion. If we include those who consider themselves
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According to the United States Census Bureau, nearly fifty-two
million Americans, more than 19%, speak languages other than
English at home. Of those, more than 32 million speak Spanish.
Nearly eight million people, 15% of the population, speak Asian
and Pacific Island languages, the most common being Chinese,
which is spoken by more than 2.2 million people in the United
States (SOURCE: U.S. Census Bureau, 2005 American
Community Survey).

Matter of Fact
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biracial, in this case black combined with one or more
other races, the total reaches 36.2 million people,
or 12.9% of the population of the United States
(McKinnon and Bennet 2005).

Compared with the total U.S. population, African
Americans are younger and less likely to be married
(see Figure 3.2) Although they are no more likely to
be divorced or widowed, a much greater percentage of
blacks than whites have never married (43% versus
25%). Blacks are more likely to bear children outside
of marriage and more likely to live in single-parent,
mostly mother-headed, families. These patterns con-
tinued to increase throughout the past decade but even
more so among the general population than among
African Americans (McLoyd et al. 2000b).

Although African Americans are as likely as the gen-
eral population to live in family households, their
households differ from the family households in the
general population. A third of black households are
headed by married couples. In the wider population,
53% of households are headed by married couples
(McKinnon and Bennett 2005, Figure 4). Because of
high rates of divorce and of births to unmarried
women, in 2002 53% of African American children

lived in households headed by single mothers (48%)
or single fathers (5%) (U.S. Census Bureau 2003).
More than 30% of black households are headed by
women with no husbands present compared to 12%
in the population overall. Fewer than 6% of black
households and households overall are headed by men
with no wives in the home (McKinnon and Bennet
2005).

Considering families rather than households, data
from 2002 reveal that 48% of African American fam-
ilies were married-couple families, 43% were headed
by single women, and 9% were headed by single men.
The equivalent percentages for whites show that more
than 80% of white families are headed by married cou-
ples, 13% by women without husbands, and 5% by
men without wives (McKinnon 2003).

In addition, we can note the following:

■ Compared to the general population,African Amer-
icans are less likely to have completed college (17%
versus 29%) (McKinnon 2003).

■ Black women are slightly more likely than black 
men to have completed college (18% versus 16%)
(McKinnon 2003).
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F igure  3.2 ■ Marital Status of People 15 Years and Older by Race and Hispanic Origin: 2002

SOURCE: U.S. Census Bureau, Population of the United States: Dynamic Version; Families and Living Arrangements in 2002
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■ Overall, African Americans are somewhat less likely
than the general population to be employed (60%
versus 64%), but this difference is really a reflection
of male employment patterns. Black women are ac-
tually slightly more likely to be employed than are
women overall (59.6% versus 57.5%). Among men,
a significant 10% difference separates blacks from the
general population of men (60.9% versus 70.7%)
(McKinnon and Bennett 2005).

■ Median earnings for African Americans who are em-
ployed full-time year-round were $27,264 in 2000.
This amounts to approximately 85% of the median
for all workers ($32,098). Black men’s median earn-
ings were 81% of the median for men overall. Black
women’s earnings were much closer (94%) to earn-
ings among all women. The gender wage gap among
blacks is narrower than it is among the general pop-
ulation; black women’s median income is 85% of the
median among black men. In the general population,
the gender wage gap was 73% in 2000 (McKinnon
and Bennett 2005).

■ The median income of black families was $33,300 in
2000. This is two-thirds the median among all fam-
ilies ($50,000). If we look only at married couple 
families, the gap between blacks and the general pop-
ulation is smaller; black married couples earned 
89% of the median income of all married couples
(McKinnon and Bennett 2005).

■ Of African Americans, 25% live below the poverty
line. The percentage of impoverished blacks is nearly
three times the percentage of poor whites (8%) and
almost twice the percentage of the general popula-
tion who are poor (12%) (McKinnon 2003).

■ Related to the previous point, 16% of children under
18 live in poverty. The poverty rate for black children
is nearly twice as high at 30%, and black children have
three times the rate of poverty as white children (10%)
(McKinnon 2003).

There are several noteworthy features of African
American families. First, African American families,
in contrast to Caucasian families, have a long history
of being dual-earner families as a result of economic
need. As a consequence, employed women have played
important roles in the African American family. They
also have more egalitarian family roles. Black men have
more positive attitudes toward working wives, take on
a slightly larger share of household labor, and spend
more time on domestic tasks and childcare activities
(McLoyd et al. 2000b). Second, marital relations more

often show signs of greater distress than is true of the
general population. Some evidence indicates a greater
likelihood of spousal violence and lower levels of re-
ported marital happiness among African American
marriages (McLoyd et al. 2000b). Third, kinship bonds
are especially important, because they provide eco-
nomic assistance and emotional support in times of
need (Taylor 1994c; Taylor et al. 1991). Fourth, African
Americans have a strong tradition of familism (em-
phasis on family and family loyalty), with an impor-
tant role played by intergenerational ties. Fifth, the
African American community values children highly.
Finally, African Americans are much more likely than
Caucasians to live in extended households, house-
holds that contain several different generations (Tay-
lor 1994c). Black children are more likely than other
children to live in their grandparent’s household or to
have a grandparent living with them in their parent’s
household. Typically, this grandparent is a grand-
mother (U.S. Census Bureau 2003).

Many of these characteristics are often associated
with poverty and thus may not be features inherent in
African American families. When divorce rates are ad-
justed according to socioeconomic status, racial dif-
ferences are minimal. Poor African Americans have
divorce rates similar to poor Caucasians, and middle-
class African Americans have divorce rates similar to
middle-class Caucasians (Raschke 1987). Thus, un-
derstanding socioeconomic status, especially poverty,
is critical in examining African American life (Bryant
and Coleman 1988; Julian, McKenry, and McKelvey
1994; Wilkinson 1997).

As the preceding data reveal, African Americans
and their families are at a clear economic disadvan-
tage relative to the wider population. Compared to
Caucasians, they have more than twice the unem-
ployment rate, nearly three times the poverty rate, and
two-thirds the median income (see Table 3.6).

These economic indicators point out the potential
difficulty of comparing black and white family char-
acteristics. Combined with the tendency of upper-
status African American families (that is, middle and
upper-middle class) to be as stable as Caucasian fami-
lies of comparable status, these economic indicators
suggest that much of what we may assume to be race
differences are confounded by economic differences or
may be social class differences masquerading as race ones.

This more economic argument pertains especially
well to an understanding of race differences in mar-
riage rates, divorce rates, and the numbers of single-
mother-headed families. The most widely applied
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argument is that blacks “marital prospects” have shifted
dramatically, especially among the poor (Aponte, Beal,
and Jiles 1999). Wilson’s notion of the “male mar-
riageable pool index” emphasizes the importance of
male employment to their “marriageability” (Wilson
1987). Downward shifts in male employment patterns
would then account for some decline in marriage rates
and the increase in single-mother-headed families. Not
only are African Americans unlikely to devalue mar-
riage, they may actually more highly value marriage
than do other groups.

Despite the benefits of linking class and race in our
efforts to understand family diversity, we cannot sim-
ply interpret all race differences as economic in nature.
Don’t forget that a major feature of race in American
society is that it determines much treatment we re-
ceive from others. Thus, the opportunities we are of-
fered or refused, and whether others insult, avoid, or
think less of us, are all affected by race. The interpre-

tation of race differences as only (or even largely) class
differences unfortunately minimizes or ignores such
expressions of racism and discrimination and fails to
acknowledge patterns that may have cultural origins
to them—such as greater emphasis on extended fam-
ily ties or gender equality.

LATINO FAMILIES. Latinos (or Hispanics) are now the
largest ethnic group in the United States, as well as the
fastest growing. The 2000 census reported 35 million
Hispanics, representing 12.5% of the U.S. population.
Furthermore, it is projected that by 2050, at least 25%
of the population will be of Hispanic origin. These in-
creases result from both immigration and higher
birthrate among Latinos (U.S. Census Bureau 1996;
Vega 1991).

Currently, 65.8% of Latinos are of Mexican descent,
9.4% are Puerto Rican, and another 4% are Cuban.
The remaining 21% includes 7.8% from Central 
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Tab le  3.6 ■ Race, Ethnicity and Socioeconomic Status: 2003–2004

Total Whites African Americans Latinos Asians

Median Family Income $52,680 $55,768 $34,369 $34,272 $63,251
Percentage Unemployed 5.5 4.8 10.4 7.0 4.4
Percentage of families in poverty 10.3 8.1 22.3 20.8 12.2
Percentage of children in poverty 17.2 13.9 33.6 29.5 12.1

SOURCE: U.S. Census Bureau 2006. Tables 578, 679, 694, 698.

Latino culture emphasizes 
the family as a basic source of
emotional support for children.
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American countries and 5.2% from South American
countries (see Figure 3.3). Overall, more than three-
fourths of Hispanics live in western and southern
states, with California and Texas, together, accounting
for more than half the Latino population in the United
States. Latinos account for 24% of the population in
the western United States, a proportion nearly twice
their national level. Latinos, mostly of Mexican and
Central American descent, are concentrated in Cali-
fornia and the Southwest. Latinos of Puerto Rican de-
scent are concentrated in the Northeast, especially New
York. The greatest numbers of Cuban Americans are
found in Florida. There are also significant Latino pop-
ulations in Illinois, New Jersey, and Massachusetts (U.S.
Census Bureau 2001).

Continued immigration has transformed the na-
ture of Latino culture in the United States. First, im-
migration makes both Latino culture and the larger
society a “permanently unfinished” society. The newer
immigrants are urban and overwhelmingly workers
and laborers rather than professionals. Second, in some
areas, immigration is changing the proportion of U.S.-
born and foreign-born Latinos. In 1960 in California,
for example, four out of five Mexicans were born in
the United States; today, because of the massive influx
of immigrants, only about half are born here (Zinn
1994).

It is important to remember that there is consid-
erable diversity among Latinos in terms of ethnic her-
itage (such as Mexican, Cuban, or Puerto Rican),
socioeconomic status (Sanchez 1997; Walker 1993),
and family characteristics. Tables 3.7 and 3.8 show how
marital status and types of households vary between
Hispanics and the wider population, as well as among
different Hispanic groups.

As the data reveal, there are differences between
Hispanics and non-Hispanics, as well as among His-
panics. Generally, Hispanics are less likely than both
the overall population and non-Hispanic whites to
divorce or to be married. With the exception of
Cubans, they are more likely than the population over-
all and non-Hispanic whites to have female-headed
households. Regardless of Hispanic ethnicity, they are
less likely than whites and the general population to
maintain families headed by married couples.

Across the various Hispanic categories there is con-
siderable social and economic variation. For example,
Cubans and South Americans have the highest so-
cioeconomic status, as indicated by incomes, poverty
rates, home ownership, and educational attainment.
Puerto Ricans and Mexicans and Central Americans

tend to have similar characteristics, with Mexican
American families being slightly more likely to be poor
except for female-headed families (42% of Puerto
Rican female-headed families are below the poverty
line compared to 39.6% of Mexican and 35% of Cen-
tral American female-headed families). These differ-
ences, although real, are not as distinctive as the ways
in which Cubans, and South Americans, differ from
the other Hispanic groups (see Table 3.9).

We can combine the familial characteristics with
the economic ones and note interesting connections.
The more affluent Hispanic groups, especially Cubans,
are among the most likely to have their families be
married couple families (along with Mexicans), and
they are less likely to have their families be female-
headed, single-parent families.

Research also indicates that the percentage of chil-
dren born to unmarried mothers ranges from a low of
27% among Cubans, to 41% among Mexicans, to a
high of 60% among Puerto Ricans. Similarly, the per-
centage of births to teenage mothers ranges from 7.5%
among Cubans to 20% among Puerto Ricans. Puerto
Rican women are more likely to have their first child
before marriage, and Mexican American women tend
to have their first child after marriage. Cuban women
tend to marry later and have the lowest fertility rates
among Hispanic women (McLoyd et al. 2000b). This
diversity is not merely because of economics. It is fur-
ther accentuated by the varying proportions of U.S.-
born and foreign-born Latinos in each group. Finally,
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Hispanic Population for
Selected Groups

Puerto
Rican
9.4

Cuban
4.0

Central
American
7.8
South
American
5.2

Other Hispanic
7.6

Mexican
65.8

F igure  3.3 ■ U.S. Hispanic Population for Selected
Groups: 2004

SOURCE: U.S. Census Bureau, Current Population Survey, Annual Social
and Economic Supplement, 2004, Population Division, Ethnic and Hispanic
Statistics Branch.

24243_03_ch3_p068-113.qxd  12/21/06  3:50 PM  Page 100



keep in mind that characterizations of Mexican, Puerto
Rican, Cuban, or any other Latino family types must
avoid overgeneralization. None of these groups have
a singular family system. More specifically, in Mexico,

Cuba, or Puerto Rico there is much diversity, some
of which results from socioeconomics, some from rural
versus urban living, some from religion, and so on
(Aponte, Beal, and Jiles 1999).
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Tab le  3.7 ■ Marital Status of Hispanics in 2004: Comparisons to Non-Hispanic Population 
and across Hispanic Groups

Marital Puerto Central South
Status U.S. White Non-Hispanic Hispanic Mexican Rican Cuban American American

Married 53.3% 57.0% 49.9% 51.5% 41.9% 55.6% 48.2% 51.0%
Widowed 6.1 6.7 3.3 3.0 3.8 8.4 2.3 2.6
Divorced 9.6 10.1 7.1 5.9 10.1 10.7 5.4 9.3
Separated 2.0 1.4 3.5 3.4 4.8 2.8 3.7 3.4
Never married 29.0 24.9 36.2 36.2 39.4 22.5 40.4 33.7

SOURCE: U.S. Census Bureau 2004, http://www.census.gov/population/www/socdemo/hispanic/ho04.html, Tables 2.1 and 2.2.

Tab le  3.8 ■ Household Type: Comparisons of Hispanics and Non-Hispanics, 2004

Puerto Central South
Household Type U.S. White Non-Hispanic Hispanic Mexican Rican Cuban American American

Family households as % of 68.1 66.0 79.3 81.0 77.0 72.8 81.3 76.7
households

Married couple as % of family 75.6 82.5 67.0 70.0 57.0 77.0 63.0 68.0
households

Male head, no spouse, as % of 6.2 5.0 10.0 10.0 8.0 8.9 12.0 8.0
all families

Female head, no spouse, as % of 18.1 13.3 23.0 20.0 34.6 13.6 25.0 23.5
all families

Nonfamily households (%) 31.9 34.0 20.7 19.0 23.0 27.2 18.7 23.3

SOURCE: U.S. Census Bureau, “Household Type by Hispanic Origin and Race of Householder: 2004,” Current Population Survey, Annual Social and Economic Supplement, 2004,
Ethnicity and Ancestry Branch, Population Division.

Tab le  3.9 ■ Selected Socioeconomic Characteristics of the Hispanic Population: 2004

All Mexican Hispanic Puerto Rican Cuban Central American South American

% families in poverty 20.8 22.9 21.1 11.3 18.8 11.4
Married couples 15.7 18.4 9.0 8.8 14.7 7.6
Female headed 37.1 39.6 42.0 19.4 35.0 25.0

% unemployed 7.6 8.3 8.2 4.0 5.7 4.7
% earning � $25,000 34.8 36.7 36.0 26.0 33.4 24.3
% earning � $75,000 15.8 13.0 19.2 24.5 16.2 24.9
% living in own home 51.2 52.0 45.7 71.2 38.8 53.6
% 25 and older

% with � high school 41.6 48.1 28.2 27.9 49.7 17.3
% with college or � 12.1 7.9 14.1 24.0 10.5 33.0

SOURCE: U.S. Census Bureau 2004, http://www.census.gov/population/www/socdemo/hispanic/ho04.html, Tables 6.2, 9.2, 13.2, 15.2, and 17.2.
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Traditional Mexican and Puerto Rican families can
be characterized by two distinctive cultural traits: de-
votion to family (that is, familism) and male domi-
nance (that is, machismo). La familia is based on the
nuclear family, but it also includes the extended fam-
ily of grandparents, aunts, uncles, and cousins. All tend
to live close by, often in the same block or neighbor-
hood. There is close kin cooperation and mutual as-
sistance, especially in times of need, when the family
bands together. Family unity and interdependence,
sometimes extended to include fictive kin (for exam-
ple, Cuban compadres and comadres—godparents),
reflect the importance of extended kin ties. Male 
dominance, as suggested, although often exaggerated
in the misuse or misunderstanding of machismo, is
part of traditional Latino family systems but has de-
clined, as has familism, especially among dual-earner
couples. Migration and mobility disrupt traditional
Latino family forms and lead to change. This change
can be seen as part of a wider process of “convergence,”
in which distinctive ethnic traits diminish over time
(Aponte, Beal, and Jiles 1999).

Children are especially important. Fertility rates are
still relatively higher among Hispanics than among the
general U.S. population, although they are dropping.
Because Spanish is important in maintaining ethnic
identity, many Latinos, as well as educators, support
bilingualism in schools and government. Catholicism
is also an important factor in Latino family life. Al-
though there has been a tradition of male dominance,
current day-to-day living patterns suggest noteworthy
change has occurred.

Women have gained power and influence in the
family as they have increased their participation in
paid employment. When wives are co-providers, His-
panic men spend more time on household tasks
(Aponte, Beal, and Jiles 1999; McLoyd et al. 2000b).

ASIAN AMERICAN FAMILIES. As of 2002, Asian Americans
and Pacific Islanders made up more than 4% of the
U.S. population (Reeves and Bennett 2003). The most
complete data we have on where the Asian American
population comes from is from the 2000 census. As re-
vealed in Figure 3.4, Asian Americans are especially di-
verse, comprising Chinese, Filipino, Asian Indians,
Japanese, Vietnamese, Cambodian, Hmong, Thai, and
other groups.

In the 2000 census, questions about race were mod-
ified to allow individuals to identify whether they were
Asian alone or Asian with some other category. In 2000,
the census reported 10.2 million people identifying

themselves as “Asian alone” and an additional 1.7 mil-
lion who reported themselves as Asian with some other
racial group. Figure 3.4 represents the population of
selected Asian groups that results from combining the
“Asian alone” and “Asian, in combination” categories
into a population numbering nearly 11.9 million peo-
ple.”As can be seen, the largest Asian American groups
are Chinese Americans, Filipino Americans, Asian In-
dians, Koreans, Vietnamese, and Japanese Americans.
Five groups—Asian Indians, Chinese, Filipinos, Ko-
reans, and Vietnamese—account for at least 1 million
people each.

Groups such as Cambodians, Laotians, and Hmong
are more recent arrivals, first coming to this country
in the 1970s as refugees from the upheavals resulting
from the Vietnam War. In the 1980s, Koreans, Filipinos,
and Asian Indians began immigrating in larger num-
bers. Half of all Asian Americans live in the western
United States. More than half of the Asian and Pa-
cific Islander population in the United States lives in
just 3 states: California, New York, and Hawaii. Fur-
thermore, just 10 states—California, New York, Hawaii,
Texas, New Jersey, Illinois, Washington, Florida, Vir-
ginia, and Massachusetts—accounted for 75% of the
Asian population. These same 10 states represent 47%
of the overall population, indicating a greater tendency
among Asians to cluster in these states. Of the Asian
and Pacific Islander population, 95% lives in metro-
politan areas, compared to 78% of non-Hispanic
whites (Barnes and Bennett 2002).

General comparisons show that in many key ways
Asian Americans are less like other racial or ethnic mi-
norities than they are like Caucasians. They are as likely
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F igure  3.4 ■ Selected Asian Groups

SOURCE: Barnes and Bennett 2002.
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as Caucasians to be married (57% for each group) but
only half as likely to be divorced (5% versus 10% of
non-Hispanic whites). They are also less likely to be
widowed but more likely to have never married (33%

versus 25% among non-Hispanics whites). Almost
three-fourths (73%) of Asian American households
are family households, a level greater than found
among Caucasians (66%) (Reeves and Bennett 2003).
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What we experience in our family
relationships is partly a product

of when we are born and live. This,
like your race, ethnicity, and social
class, is something over which you
neither have control nor exercise
choice, yet it limits or offers you
choices and constrains or opens op-
portunities.

One way to illustrate this is to
gather information on your own 
family, its history, its socioeconomic
status, and its ethnic and/or racial
background. Examining how your
family has changed over time; how it
has prospered, struggled, or held its
ground economically; and how it has
maintained or minimized the impor-
tance of its ethnic origins will go a
long way toward helping you under-
stand why your family has experienced
the things it has. Such an analysis will
not include everything that influences
family life but it will move you in a
sociologically enlightening direction,
supplying a wider context to the par-
ticulars of your family.

If you carefully map your family’s
history and compare it with some 
historical patterns discussed in this
chapter, you will likely see connections
between these broader patterns and
your family’s story. You will then be
better able to both see the larger pic-
ture and understand your family’s
unique experiences across generations.

What do you know of your family’s
history? Where does your family orig-
inally come from? How, why, and
when did your family members come
to the United States? Where did they
settle? How did they survive econom-
ically? What sorts of work did earlier

generations of your
family do? How
much education did
they receive? Over time and genera-
tions, how did their educational and
economic experiences change?

Depending on whom you might 
be able to get information from, con-
sider the following questions: How
did your grandparents first meet?
When did they marry? How many
children did they have? Where did
they live and what did they do? Of
your parents, how did they get to-
gether? When did they first meet?
What attracted them to each other
and motivated them to start a family?
How many siblings do you have?
How many did your parents and 
your grandparents have?

Did your mother work outside the
home when you were younger? Were
your grandmothers employed when
your parents were children?

Comparing across generations,
how many, if any, divorces have oc-
curred in your family? When was the
first one?

There are many ways to explore
your family’s history. You can examine
family photographs, read letters and
diaries, or interview living members
to learn what happened, when, and
why. Interviews need not be formal.
We highly recommend learning as
much as you can about your families
from surviving members of your fami-
lies. These may be opportunities to
hear family stories and correct any
misunderstanding you have had
about your families that otherwise
might be forever lost as people age
and pass away.

Family photographs can
reveal much about the

relationships among members. If 
you can, gather photographs of your
immediate family your grandparents,
great-grandparents, and so on. Identify
who you can. Look at such details as
facial expressions, and positioning of
family members relative to one an-
other. Are family members clustered
closely together or far apart? Is some-
one standing off from the others?

After you gather information about
your relatives, see what aspects of
the family discussed in this chapter
apply to your family. Was a great-
great-great-grandmother a slave?
How did your family weather the
Depression? How did relatives go
about their daily household tasks?
If you can, interview members of
your family about what they know.
Try to find out stories about the old-
est family members.

Where did they come from? What
did they pass down—love of learn-
ing, ambition, money, pride? Did they
speak a language other than English?
Did they have to learn English? What
important historical events occurred
during their lifetimes? In which ones
did they actually participate? What
were their experiences of joy and
sorrow?

Such family histories will better
enable you to understand where 
you come from and what factors
have shaped the family experiences
you have had. Connecting your fam-
ily history to the wider history of
American families is a first step 
toward a better understanding of
both.

Exploring the Factors That Have 
Shaped Your Family

Understanding Yourself
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Typically, Asian Americans have fewer children, have
them within marriage, and have them later than do
other ethnic groups. Where 10% of European Amer-
ican, 18% of Hispanic, and 23% of African American
births occur to women under age 20, only 6% of Asian
American births occur to teenage mothers (McLoyd
et al. 2000a).

Values that continue to be important to Asian
Americans in general include a strong sense of im-
portance of family over the individual, self-control
to achieve societal goals, and appreciation of cultural
heritage. Chinese Americans tend to exercise strong
parental control while encouraging their children to
develop a sense of independence and strong motiva-
tion for achievement (Ishii-Kuntz 1997; Lin and Fu
1990).

Almost 90% of Asian Americans graduated from
high school, a rate comparable to that of non-His-
panics whites (89%). However, Asians are more likely
than Caucasians to graduate from college. More than
half of Asian men (52%) and 44% of Asian women
earned at least a B.A. degree. These are significantly
higher percentages than found among Caucasian men
(32%) and women (27%). At the other end of educa-
tional attainment, Asians are more likely to have less
than 9 years of schooling than are non-Hispanics
whites (7% versus 4%).

Economically, Asians are an unusual minority in
that they often exceed the economic status and earn-
ings of the dominant majority. In 2001, for example,
Asian families were more likely to earn at least $75,000
than were Caucasian families (40% versus 35%). Un-
employment rates were nearly the same (6% among
Asians, 5% among non-Hispanics whites), and within
employment categories, Asian men and women were
more likely than Caucasian men and women to be em-
ployed in managerial and professional occupations. It
is also true, however, that the poverty rate among
Asians was slightly higher than among non-Hispanics
whites (10% versus 8%) (Reeves and Bennett 2003).

As with Hispanics, there is noteworthy variation
among different Asian American groups. In marital
status, for example, although Asians were less likely
than the general population to be separated, widowed,
or divorced, there was much variation among them.
Two thirds of Asian Indians and Pakistanis were mar-
ried, but less than half of all Cambodians were mar-
ried. Only 6% of Asian Indians or Pakistanis were
separated, divorced, or widowed compared with Cam-
bodians, Filipinos, Koreans, Laotians, and Thai, who

ranged between 10% and 15% in these marital sta-
tuses. The highest percentages of widowed, separated,
or divorced were found among the Japanese, at 14.8%.
However, this is potentially misleading because Japan-
ese widows and widowers make up nearly half of that
percentage (7.1%). The divorce rate among Japanese
was 6.7%, still 3% less than among the total popula-
tion (9.7%) and lower than the 7.4% found among
Thai (Reeves and Bennett 2004, Figure 4).

Educationally and economically, there was also
much variation among Asians. Asian Indians had the
highest percentage earning a B.A. degree (64%), fol-
lowed by Pakistanis (54%) and Chinese (48.1%).
Meanwhile, about 50% of Laotians and Cambodians
and 60% of Hmong had not completed high school.
The Japanese, at 91%, had the highest percentage to
have completed high school (Reeves and Bennett 2004,
Figure 9). Asian Indian, Japanese, and Chinese women
and men had the highest median earnings. Hmong,
Cambodian, and Laotian men’s and women’s incomes
were at the opposite end. At $51,904, Asian Indian men
had the highest median income found among Asian
men. Japanese women, with median earnings of
$35,998, had the highest median income among Asian
women (Reeves and Bennett 2004, Figure 12).

The median family income among Asians ranged
from a low of $32,384 among Hmong to a high of
$70,849 earned by Japanese families. Asian Indians
were a close second at $70,708. Along with Hmong
families, Cambodian, Korean, Laotian, Pakistani, Thai,
and Vietnamese families all had median incomes “sub-
stantially lower” than the median for all Asian fami-
lies ($59,324). Finally, poverty rates varied quite a bit.
The lowest poverty rates were found among Filipinos
(6.3%), Japanese (9.7%), and Asian Indians (9.8%).
At the other end, the poverty rate for Hmong (37.8%)
and Cambodians (29.3%) were 2.5 to 3 times the rate
among Asians overall (Reeves and Bennett 2004,
Figures 13 and 14).

Clearly, much diversity can be observed within
Asian American families based on where they’re from,
time of arrival in the United States, and reasons for
coming to this country (for example, political versus
economic). More recent immigrants retain more cul-
turally distinct characteristics, such as family structure
and values, than do older groups, such as Chinese
Americans and Japanese Americans. Asian American
families tend to be slightly larger than the average U.S.
family (U.S. Census Bureau 1996), although there is
wide variation between older and more recent immi-
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grants. Among the more assimilated Japanese, the av-
erage family has 2.5 members. Among more recent
Asian immigrants (for example, Cambodians, Lao-
tians, Vietnamese, and Hmong), families average be-
tween 4 and 5.1 members (McLoyd et al. 2000b). The
greater family size reflects the presence of extended kin.

Migration and assimilation alter many traditional
Asian family patterns. For example, among Japanese
families there are considerable differences among 
the Issei (immigrant generation), the Nisei (first-
generation American-born), and the Sansei and sub-
sequent generations on such family characteristics as
the relative importance of marriage over extended kin
ties, the role of love in the choice of a spouse, and the
relationship between the genders (Kitano and Kitano
1998). Similarly, we can draw distinctions between tra-
ditional Vietnamese families and American-born Viet-
namese. Attitudes toward marriage and family, changes
in familial gender roles, increased prevalence of di-
vorce, and single-parent households all separate the
generations.

We can also see marked change between parents’
and children’s attitudes about individualism and self-
fulfillment versus family obligation and self-sacrifice
(Tran 1998).

The most dramatic change affecting Chinese Amer-
icans has been their sheer increase in numbers over
the last 30 years. The Chinese American population
increased from 431,000 to 2.7 million between 1970
and 2000. More recent immigrants tend to be from
Taiwan or Hong Kong rather than mainland China
(Glenn and Yap 1994). Because of the large numbers
of new immigrants, it is important to distinguish be-
tween American-born and foreign-born Chinese
Americans; little research is available concerning the
latter. Contemporary American-born Chinese fami-
lies continue to emphasize familism, although filial
piety and strict obedience to parental authority have
become less strong. Chinese Americans tend to be bet-
ter educated, have higher incomes, and have lower rates
of unemployment than the general population. Their
sexual values and attitudes toward gender roles tend
to be more conservative. Chinese American women
are expected to be employed and to contribute to 
the household income. More than 1.2 million speak 
Chinese at home.

NATIVE AMERICAN FAMILIES. More than 4 million Ameri-
cans identify themselves as being of native descent,
as American Indian or Alaska Native. This includes 2.5

million Americans who identify themselves as Amer-
ican Indian or Alaska Native alone and an additional
1.6 million who identify themselves as American 
Indian/Alaska Native, as well as one or more other
races. Cumulatively, this population represents 1.5%
of the 2000 population of the United States.

The increase in native population between 1990
and 2000 was greater than the increase in the entire
U.S. population. Considering those who identify them-
selves as American Indian or Alaska Native alone, the
increase was 26%, twice the size of the 13% increase
in the entire U.S. population. Looking at those who
identified themselves as native Americans in combi-
nation with one or more other races, the increase was
a staggering 110% increase, an increase of more than
2.2 million people between 1990 and 2000.

Those who continue to be deeply involved with
their own traditional culture give themselves a tribal
identity, such as Dine (Navajo), Lakota, or Cherokee
(Kawamoto and Cheshire 1997). The largest tribal
groups include the Cherokee, Navajo, Latin American
Indian, Choctaw, Sioux, and Chippewa. Together, these
six tribal groups account for more than 40% of the
American Indian population (see Table 3.10). Among
Alaska Native tribal groups, there were 54,761 Eski-
mos, making them the largest group (Ogunwole 2002).

Those who are more acculturated, such as urban
dwellers, tend to give themselves an ethnic identity as
Native Americans or Indians. Most Americans of na-
tive descent consider themselves members of a tribal
group rather than an ethnic group. According to John
Price (1981),“Specific tribal identities are almost uni-
versally stronger and more important than identity as
a Native American.”

The American Indian population is unevenly dis-
tributed throughout the United States: 43% live in the
West, 31% in the South, 17% in the Midwest, and only
9% in the Northeast. California and Oklahoma, to-
gether, account for nearly one-fourth of the American
Indian population. Along with these eight other states,
they lay claim to more than half of the American In-
dian population: Arizona, Texas, New Mexico, New
York, Washington, North Carolina, Michigan, and
Alaska (Ogunwole 2002).

There has been a considerable migration of Native
Americans to urban areas since World War II because
of poverty on reservations and pressures toward ac-
culturation. Today, 1.2 million Americans of native 
descent live outside tribal lands; most live in cities,
where they are separated from their traditional tribal
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cultures and may experience great cultural conflict
as they attempt to maintain traditional values. Not sur-
prisingly, those in the cities are more acculturated than
those remaining on the reservations. Urban Native
Americans may attend powwows, intertribal social
gatherings centering on drumming, singing, and tra-
ditional dances. Powwows are important mechanisms
in the development of the Native American ethnic
identity in contrast to the tribal identity. Urban Na-
tive Americans, however, may visit their home reser-
vations regularly.

Based on data from the 2000 report “Census of Pop-
ulation and Housing Characteristics of American In-
dians and Alaska Natives by Tribe and Language,” we
can make the following points regarding the Ameri-
can Indian and Alaska Native populations (U.S. Cen-
sus Bureau 2003):

■ Of the 770,334 American Indian and Alaska Native
households, 563,651, or 73%, were family households,
of which 59% had children under age 18 living with
them.

■ Of the family households, 61% were married couple
families, of which 57% had children under 18. An-
other 28% were female-headed families with no hus-
band, of which 64% had a child or children under 18.

■ The American Indian and Alaska Native populations
were less likely to complete high school and college
and more likely to drop out of school before com-
pleting high school than were the general population.
Where 80% of the general population, age 25 and
older, had completed high school, 71% of the Amer-
ican Indian and Alaska Native populations had. Of
the American Indian and Alaska Native populations,
11.5% had completed college, less than half the per-
centage of the general population (24.4%). At the

other end, whereas 9.8% of 16–19 year olds in the
United States had not graduated high school but were
also no longer enrolled, among American Indian and
Alaska Native populations the percentage was 16.1%.

■ Although similar percentages of American Indian
and Alaska Native populations were in the labor force
as the general population, with similar levels of fe-
male employment and employment of mothers with
children under 6, the American Indian and Alaska
Native populations were twice as likely to be unem-
ployed, twice as likely to be below poverty, and had
substantially lower median household and family in-
comes (see Table 3.11).

Although there is considerable variation among dif-
ferent tribal groups, and hence no single type of Amer-
ican Indian or Alaska Native family, three aspects of
Native American families are important. First, extended
families are significant. These extended families may
be different from what the larger society regards as an
extended family (Wall 1993). They often revolve
around complex kinship networks based on clan mem-
bership rather than birth, marriage, or adoption. Con-
cepts of kin relationships may also differ. A child’s
“grandmother” may be an aunt or great-aunt in a 
European-based conceptualization of kin (Yellowbird
and Snipp 1994).

Second, increasingly large numbers of Native Amer-
icans are marrying non-Indians. Among married Na-
tive Americans, more than half have non-Indian
spouses. With such high rates of intermarriage, a key
question is whether Native Americans can sustain their
ethnic identity. Michael Yellowbird and Matthew Snipp
(1994) wonder if “Indians, through their spousal choices,
may accomplish what disease, Western civilization, and
decades of federal Indian policy failed to achieve.”
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Tab le  3.10 ■ Largest American Indian Tribal Groupings, Census 2000

# Identifying # Identifying American
Tribal Group American Indian Alone Indian in Combination Total

Total 2,475,956 1,643,345 4,119,301
Tribe specified 1,963,996 1,098,848 3,062,844
Cherokee 281,069 448,464 729,533
Navajo 269,202 28,995 298,197
Latin American Indian 104,354 76,586 180,940
Choctaw 87,349 71,425 158,774
Sioux 108,272 45,088 153,360
Chippewa 105,907 43,762 149,669

SOURCE: Ogunwole 2000; U.S. Census Bureau 2002.
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Third, family characteristics are affected by the eco-
nomic status of American Indians and Alaska Natives.
Given the higher levels of unemployment and poverty,
and lower overall earnings and educational attainment,
once again social class may be confounding our at-
tempt to look at patterns of family living.

FAMILIES OF MIDDLE EASTERN BACKGROUND. People of Mid-
dle Eastern ethnic backgrounds living in the United
States are among the fastest growing ethnic minority
in the country. Estimates of the population vary, de-
pending on such issues as what countries are included
and whether we count only naturalized citizens or in-
cludes all immigrants, legal and illegal, temporary (for
example, students and guest workers) and permanent
(Camarota 2002; Brittingham and de la Cruz 2005).
Furthermore, the census provides more detailed analy-
sis of people of Arab ancestries than people whose an-
cestry is Middle Eastern. Thus, estimates from the
census tend to undercount the overall population of
Middle Eastern background.

As defined by Steven Camarota of the Center for
Immigration Studies, “Middle Eastern” includes peo-
ple whose backgrounds can be traced to one of the fol-
lowing: Pakistan, Bangladesh, Afghanistan, Turkey, the
Levant, the Arabian peninsula, and Arab North Africa.
In terms of specific countries, the designation “Mid-
dle Eastern” encompasses Afghanistan, Bangladesh,
Pakistan, Iran, Iraq, Israel, Jordan, Kuwait, Lebanon,

Syria, Turkey, Oman, Qatar, Bahrain, Saudi Arabia,
United Arab Emirates, Yemen, Algeria, Egypt, Libya,
Morocco, Sudan, Tunisia, West Sahara, and Maurita-
nia (Camarota 2002).

The Middle Eastern immigrant population is rel-
atively recent and very diverse. The population includes
non-Arab countries such as Israel, Iran, Turkey, and
Pakistan, representing half of the top eight Middle
Eastern countries of origin in 2000. Further compli-
cating counts, among those Middle Eastern immi-
grants from Arab countries we find many non-Arabs.
Similarly, many immigrants from non-Arab countries,
such as Israel, for example, are Arabs.

The U.S. census, counting the more narrowly defined
Arab population, estimates that 1.2 million people claim
some Arab ancestry, either alone or in combination.
Meanwhile, the Center for Immigration Studies states
that Middle Eastern immigrants numbered closer to 1.5
million in 2000, with 40% of Arab background. The
center further estimates that within a decade (that is, by
2010) the number is likely to be 2.5 million or more.
Putting aside the question of counts, the U.S. census, in
two separate reports on the Arab population in the
United States, provides the following profile:

■ Three ancestry groups, Lebanese, Syrian, and Egypt-
ian, account for 60% of the Arab population. The
largest is Lebanese, representing 37% of the U.S.
Arab population (Syrian and Egyptian account for
12% each).
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Tab le  3.1 1 ■ Comparative Measures of Economic Well-Being: American Indian/Alaska Native 
and U.S. Overall: 2000

American American Indian 
Indian/Alaska as % of U.S.

U.S. Overall Native overall

% unemployed 5.8 12.4
Median household income $41,994 $30,599 73
Median family income $50,046 $33,144 66
% of households with incomes � $100,000 12.3% 5.4
Median earnings: male $37,057 $28,919 78
Median earnings: female $28,919 $22,834 79
% in poverty: total 12.4 25.7
% in poverty: children 16 31
People � 65 years old 9.9 23.5
Families in poverty 9.2 21.8
Female-headed families in poverty 34.3 45.7

Source: U.S. Census Bureau, 2000 Census of Population and Housing Characteristics of American Indians and Alaskan Natives by Tribe and Language: PHC-5, Washington,
D.C., 2003; Tables 9, 10, 12, 13.
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■ The Arab population, spread fairly evenly across
the four regions of the United States, is dispropor-
tionately found in just five states, California, Florida,
Michigan, New Jersey, and New York. Cumulatively
they account for nearly half (48%) of the Arab pop-
ulation. The city with the largest Arab population is
New York City, with 69,985 people of Arab ancestry.
Second is Dearborn, Michigan, with 29,181. Inter-
estingly, the Arab population in New York accounts
for less than 1% of the city’s population, whereas the
Arab population in Dearborn is 30% of the city’s
population.

■ In comparison to the general population, the Arab
population is disproportionately male. Males com-
prise 57% of the population,compared to 49% of the
total U.S. population. Furthermore, 31% of the Arab
population consisted of men age 20–49. This same
demographic group represented 22% of the total U.S.
population (Brittingham and de la Cruz 2005).

■ The Arab American population is more likely than
the total population to be married and less likely to
be widowed, separated, or divorced. Where 54% of
the total U.S. adult population is married, 61% of the
Arab population is married. As was true of Asians
and Latinos, much variation exists among Arab eth-
nicities. Moroccans are the least likely to be married
(53.4%) and Jordanians the most likely (67%). Nearly
one out of five adults in the U.S. population is sepa-
rated, widowed, or divorced; among Arab Americans,
13% fall into those categories (Brittingham and de la
Cruz 2005).

■ Compared to the total population, a greater propor-
tion of Arab households consisted of married cou-

ples, with or without children, in 2000. Married 
couples made up 60% of Arab households, compared
to 53% of all U.S. households. Among Palestinians
and Jordanians, the percentage of married couples
reached 70%. Meanwhile, where more than 1 in 10
(12%) U.S. households was headed by a woman 
with no husband present, only about 1 in 5 (6%) of
Arab American households were headed by a woman
(Brittingham and de la Cruz 2005).

■ Arab Americans tend to be highly educated, em-
ployed, and have higher incomes than the total pop-
ulation. However, Arab women are much less likely
to be in the labor force than are women overall (see
Table 3.12).

■ Obscured by the data in Table 3.12 are the differences
among Arabs. For example, 94% of Egyptians grad-
uated from high school compared to 73% of Iraqis
in the United States. Similarly, 64% of Egyptians 25
and older had B.A. degrees compared to 36% of Iraqis
(which still surpassed the 24% in the total popula-
tion). Median family income ranged from a low of
$41,277 among Moroccans to a high of $60,677
among Lebanese. Poverty rates ranged from 11%
among Lebanese and Syrians to a high of 25% among
Iraqis.

■ Although the Middle East is approximately 98% Mus-
lim, immigrants to the United States from the region
historically were not. In the past, most were Christ-
ian. This changed in the 1990s, and estimates are that
nearly three-fourths of the Middle Eastern immigrant
population is Muslim (Camarota 2002). The fact of
their Muslim faith may influence certain family pat-
terns, although as happens to other ethnic groups 
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Tab le  3.12 ■ Socioeconomic Differences: Arab Americans and U.S. Overall

Arab U.S.

With � high school 84% 80%
With � undergraduate degree 40% 24%
In labor force Male 73% 71%

Female 46% 58%
Median earnings Male $41,700 $37,100

Female $31,800 $27,200
Median family income $52,318 $50,046
In poverty Total 17% 12%

Children 22% 16.6%
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assimilation operates against strict adherence to even
religiously reinforced customs. Such is the case, for
example, with both dating and mate selection. Sharply
sex-segregated customs surrounding dating and a
preference toward arranged marriage are character-
istic of Muslim family life, yet both undergo consid-

erable challenge from sons and especially daughters
who are exposed to and may come to value Western
notions of love, marriage, and family life (Zaidi and
Shuraydi 2002). As Arshia Zaidi and Muhammad
Shuraydi report from their examination of Pakista-
nis, “Families, depending on their educational,
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Among Middle Eastern ethnic
groups in the United States,

Iranians are one of the faster growing
and more successful (Mostashari and
Khodamhosseini 2004). Although the
population is estimated to be between
319,000 and 371,000, the Iranian
Studies Group at the Massachusetts
Institute of Technology speculates that
the true population may be closer to
690,000 but is undercounted because
of reluctance to identify oneself as
Iranian out of fear of “adverse
effects” (Mostashari 2004).

Iranians are highly educated, with
57% completing college compared to
only 24% among the overall U.S. 
population. A greater proportion of
Iranians have graduate degrees than
the wider population has B.A. degrees.
Iranian Americans have family incomes
38% higher than the median family
income for the United States, own
homes valued at 2.5 times the value 
of an average American home, and 
are twice as likely to have family in-
comes in excess of $100,000 as the
general population (Mostashari and
Khodamhosseini 2004). More than
80% of employed Iranians work in
professional, managerial, sales, or 
office positions compared to 60% of
the total population (Mostashari and
Khodamhosseini 2004).

Iranian sociologist Ali Akbar Mahdi
undertook a survey comparing the
division of household labor for Iranian
married couples in the United States

and those in Iran. Mahdi focused on
the women in a sample of 149 cou-
ples in the United States and 514
couples living in Iran. His U.S. sample
was more highly educated and afflu-
ent than the general profile of Iranian
American families. More than half of
the women had graduate or profes-
sional degrees and another third had
“just” B.A. degrees. His sample of
couples living in Iran was also highly
educated (60% had attended college)
and comfortable (45% middle class,
26% upper-middle class). Mahdi com-
pared how the two samples differed
in their allocation of 10 household
tasks. Compared to the women living
in Iran, the immigrant women in the
U.S. were less likely to bear responsi-
bility for childcare and for domestic
tasks that included cleaning the house
or apartment; sewing, ironing and
laundry. They reported their husbands
as more likely to take responsibility for
cooking, cleaning, and childcare than
did the women living in Iran (Mahdi
2001). Although there was no typi-
cally female domestic task for which
most immigrant women claimed that
their husbands were now responsible,
there had been some movement from
tradition in the immigrant sample. As
Mahdi notes about the immigrant
couples (Mahdi 2001, 184):

Men are taking a more active role
in the household chores . . .
women also are participating ac-
tively in the roles traditionally per-
formed by men, such as managing
family finances, attending to family
business, and even caring for the
family car. Iranian women are seek-
ing open equality in doing house-

hold chores, in child-rearing, deci-
sion making, ownership of family
property . . . even in their sexual
relationship.

Transitions such as Mahdi depicts do
not come without some difficulty. He
notes that in his immigrant sample
some men felt, for at least a time, a
loss of the traditional privilege and
higher status that men in Iran expect
to enjoy in marriage. There is also
stress and confusion felt by husbands
and wives as they attempt to renegoti-
ate and redefine their respective places
in marriage and the family. Com-
pounding this is the absence of the
wider kin network that, in Iran, may
have buffered couples from some 
conflict (or reinforced a particular way
of living and thus prevented changes
of this kind). He observes that in the
new setting, each spouse has to play
the role of intimate partner and also, 
in many cases, the role of an absent
father, mother, or brother” (Mahdi
2001, 187).

Mahdi suggests that although
wives and husbands share in the eco-
nomic gains, the social gains have
been unequal. Men surrendered privi-
leges that they previously enjoyed (or
that they were raised to expect). They
lost authority and the automatic re-
spect within their marriages and kin
networks that men traditionally com-
manded. Women, on the other hand,
escaped some oppressive features of
the society they left behind and gained
independence; autonomy; individual-
ity; a new, more equal identity; and a
“clearer sense of their sexuality”
(Mahdi 2001, 190).

Exploring Diversity Iranians in the United States

24243_03_ch3_p068-113.qxd  12/21/06  3:50 PM  Page 109



religious, economic, and social backgrounds, are 
coping with these changes by modifying the tradi-
tional authoritarian structure of the family system
and their attitudes.”

EUROPEAN ETHNIC FAMILIES. The sense of ethnicity among
Americans of European descent grew in recent decades.
This is especially true among working-class Germans,
Italians, Greeks, Poles, Irish, Croats, and Hungarians.
This increasing awareness seems to be part of a gen-
eral rise in ethnic identification over the last 30 years
(Rubin 1994). Earlier, members of European ethnic
groups sought to assimilate—to adopt the attitudes,
beliefs, and values of the dominant culture. Most white
ethnic groups have assimilated to a considerable de-
gree—they have learned English, moved from their
ethnic neighborhoods, and married outside their
group, but many continue to be bound emotionally to
their ethnic roots. These roots are psychologically im-
portant, giving them a sense of community and a
shared history. This common culture is manifested
in shared rituals, feast days, and saint’s days, such as
St. Patrick’s Day.

Except for some West Coast enclaves, such as Little
Italy in San Francisco, white ethnicity is strongest in
the East and Midwest. The Irish neighborhoods of
Boston, the Polish areas of Chicago, and the Jewish
sections of Brooklyn, for example, have strong ethnic
identities. Common languages and dialects are spo-
ken in the homes, stores, and parks. Traditional holi-
days are celebrated; the foods are prepared from recipes
passed down through generations. Elders speak of the
old country and their villages—even if it was their par-
ents or grandparents who immigrated.

As is true of some non-European ethnic groups, as
children grow up and move from their neighborhoods,
their ethnic identity often becomes weaker in terms of
language and marriage to others within their group—
but they may retain some elements of ethnic pride.
Their ethnicity is what Herbert Gans (1979) calls sym-
bolic ethnicity—an ethnic identity that’s used only
when the individual chooses. Symbolic ethnicity has
little effect on day-to-day life. It is not linked to neigh-
borhoods, accents, the use of a foreign language, or
working life. Others cannot easily identify the person’s
ethnicity; he or she “looks” American. Nevertheless,
for many Americans, ethnicity has emotional signifi-
cance. A person is Irish, Jewish, Italian, or German, for
example—not only an American.

European ethnic groups differ from one another in
many ways. However, a major study of contemporary
American ethnic groups (Lieberson and Waters 1988)
found that European ethnic groups are more similar
to one another than they are to African Americans,
Latinos, Asian Americans, and Native Americans. The
researchers concluded that a European–non-European
distinction remains a central division in our society.
There are several reasons for this. First, most European
ethnic groups no longer have minority status—that
is, unequal access to economic and political power.
Some scholars suggest that what separates ethnic
groups into distinctive lifestyles is their social place-
ment. As groups become more similar in their access
to opportunities, their family lifestyles may “converge”
toward a common pattern, one that includes smaller
families, increased divorce, less interdependent ties
with extended families, and less male dominance
(Aponte, Beal, and Jiles 1999). Second, because most
European ethnic groups are not physically distin-
guishable from other white Americans, they are not
discriminated against racially.

This chapter has covered much ground. As we have
now seen, in a host of ways, American families are 
diverse. They vary across time and, within any given
period, between racial, ethnic, and socioeconomic
groups. Family diversity is reflected throughout sub-
sequent, more specialized chapters as relevant varia-
tions by race, class, or ethnicity are discussed. Thus,
our goal of understanding American families will be
made more complete and representative.

Acknowledging the diversity that exists across fam-
ilies has personal consequences as well. It ought to
make us a bit more cautious in generalizing from our
particular set of family experiences to what others
“must also experience.” In addition, in noting how his-
torical, economic, and cultural factors shape our fam-
ilies, we link our personal experiences to broader
societal forces. In that way, we are better able to apply
“sociological imaginations” to family experiences, iden-
tifying how our private and personal family worlds are
largely products of when, where, and how we live (Mills
1959). Simply put, if we come of age during a period
of great economic upheaval, we may put off marry-
ing, bearing children, or divorcing because of the op-
portunities and constraints we face. Similarly, the kinds
of family experiences we are able to have are limited
or enhanced by the economic resources at our dis-
posal, regardless of what we might otherwise choose
to do.
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Despite the extent to which the factors discussed in
this and the next chapter may limit your opportu-

nities or narrow your range of choices, remember that
you do and will make choices about what kind of fam-
ily you wish to create. You decide whether or not to

marry, whether or not to bear children, how to rear
your children, whether to stay married, and so on. A
major goal of this book is to equip you with a foun-
dation of accurate information about family issues from
which you can make sound choices more effectively.
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S u m m a r y
gender roles. Prosperity was unusually high; subur-
banization led to increased isolation.

■ The terms ethnic group, racial group, and minority
group are conceptually distinct. An ethnic group is a
group of people distinct from other groups because
of cultural characteristics. A racial group is a group
of people, such as whites, blacks, or Asians, classi-
fied according to phenotype, as well as anatomical
and physical characteristics. A minority group is a
group whose status (position in the social hierarchy)
places its members at an economic, social, and po-
litical disadvantage.

■ African Americans are the second largest ethnic group
in the United States. Socioeconomic status is an im-
portant element in understanding African American
families.

■ Because of economic necessity, African American
women traditionally have been employed, which has
given them important economic roles in the family
and more egalitarian relationships. Kinship bonds
and intergenerational ties are important sources of
emotional and economic assistance in times of need.
African Americans are much more likely than Cau-
casians to live in extended households.

■ Latinos are now the largest ethnic group as a result
of immigration and a higher birthrate than the gen-
eral population. There is considerable ethnic and eco-
nomic diversity among Latinos. Latinos emphasize
extended kin relationships, cooperation, and mutual
assistance. La familia includes not only the nuclear
family but also the extended family.

■ Asian Americans are the third largest ethnic group in
the United States. Immigration has contributed heav-
ily to the dramatic recent increase in the Asian Amer-
ican population. The largest Asian American groups
are Chinese Americans, Filipino Americans, and Asian

■ In the early years of colonization, there were 2 mil-
lion Native Americans in what is now called the
United States. Many families were patrilineal; rights
and property flowed from the father. Other tribal
groups were matrilineal. Most families were small.

■ Diverse groups settled America, including English,
Germans, and Africans. In colonial America, mar-
riages were arranged. Marriage was an economic 
institution, and the marriage relationship was patri-
archal.

■ African American families began in the United States
in the early seventeenth century. They continued the
African tradition that emphasized kin relations. Most
slaves lived in two-parent families that valued mari-
tal stability.

■ In the nineteenth century, industrialization revolu-
tionized the family’s structure; men became wage
earners, and women, once they married, became
housewives. Childhood was sentimentalized, and ado-
lescence was invented. Marriage was increasingly
based on emotional bonds.

■ The stability of the African American enslaved fam-
ily suffered because it lacked autonomy and had lit-
tle economic importance. Enslaved families were
broken up by slaveholders, and marriage between
slaves was not legally recognized. African American
families formed solid bonds nevertheless.

■ Beginning in the twentieth century, companionate
marriage became an ideal. Men and women shared
household decision making and tasks, marriages were
expected to be romantic, wives were expected to be
sexually active, and children were to be treated more
democratically.

■ The 1950s, the golden age of the companionate mar-
riage, was an aberration. It was an exception to the
general trend of rising divorce and nontraditional
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Indians. More recent immigrants retain more cul-
turally distinct characteristics, such as family struc-
ture and values, than do older groups. There are
differences between Asian ethnic groups, much of
which results from their socioeconomic position in
U.S. society.

■ More than 4 million Americans identify themselves
as American Indians or Alaska Natives. Tribal iden-
tity remains a key part of their identity. More than
half of Native Americans live in cities, although many
remain in contact with their home reservation. Ex-
tended families are important and are often based on
clan membership. About 53% of Native Americans
are married to non-Indians.

■ In recent years, increasing numbers of people from
Middle Eastern countries have come to the United
States. Overall, people of Middle Eastern background
are economically better off than the general popu-
lation, more highly educated, and more likely to live
in married-couple headed households, though there
is much social, economic and familial diversity within
the Middle Eastern population.

■ Ethnic identity among Americans of European de-
scent has been growing, especially among working-
class families. For many, their ethnicity is symbolic
and has little effect on day-to-day life. Most members
of European ethnic groups are physically indistin-
guishable from other white Americans and no longer
have minority status.
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