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American Family Life

In the United States, the family is stll very much alive, despite its
many allments The vast majority of Americans live with people to whom
they are xelated by blood or marriage. There are about 53 million American
families (including married couples that do not have children living with
them) . Most American couples have two or three children, though larger
families are not unusual. '

Typica]iy, the family group that occupies one household consists of
parents and their unmarmried children. Middle-aged and elderly people
generally do not live with their married children. However, parents usually
keep in close contact with their grown children and take great interest in
their grandchildren. On holidays, members of the larger family group—
grandparents , aunts , uncles, and cousins—often dine together.

About three-fourths of American families live in areas classified as
mbg_dmugh this label includes many different styles of living. Less than
five percent of Americans live on farms, but small town living is stll
mdespmad About 50 million Americans live in communities smaller than
twenty—ﬁve hundred. The United States has more than a thousand cities
with populations between ten and twenty-five thousand. However, more
than two-thirds of Americans live in or near cities of fifty thousand or
more. A greater mumber of Americans live in suburbs (about 37 percent of
the population) than in cities (about 31 percent) .

Each type of community has its mand its limitations. Intimate,

pacedrumlandsmalltownhwngoftcnduﬂandsuﬂmg
mpecmlly to young, single people. Suburbs offer the advantages of small
town living with the facilities of the big city nearhy But suburban living is
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often criticized for its sameness because the people of suburbin are
predominantly white , middle-class, and under fifty years of age. Big city
life is varied, exciting, and culturally stimulating. However, the nation’ s
big cities are also overcrowded, crime-ridden, overcast with air pollution,
short on public recreational facilities, and lacking in neighborhood spirit .
The city dweller is often an anonymous figure unknown to the person living
next door.

Although the majority of families live in homes, many live in
apartment buildings . These range in size from walk-ups containing from
two to six apartments to high-rise elevator buildings that may have more
than 100 apartments. Same high-rise apartments are very expensive and
elegant, but many are built for moderate or even low-income families.

More than 7 million Americans live in mobile homes (once called
house trailers ) . Mobile homes are living quarters built with wheels. They
can be moved, but generally they are brought to a site that is intended to
be more or less permanent . Then the wheels are removed, and the home is
fastened to the ground. Because they cost much less than conventional
homes, mobile homes are especially popular among young couples and
elderly retired couples. Usually, the mobile home itself is paid for in
installments, and the site is rented. Some experts predict that by 1983
about 20 million Americans will be living in mobile homes.

Of the nation’ s 71 million dwelling units, 64 percent are occupied by
their owners. Though most homes are owned by their residents, some are
rented. Apartments are usually rented, but in recent years increasimg
numbers of apartment buildings have become cooperatives , meaning that
each resident owns his own apartment.

About 87 percent of American families are headed by a married
couple. We like to think of the typical American household as being closer
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to a democracy than to a dictatorship . Ideally , Mother and Father have an
equal voice in decision-making, and,on certain matters, the children, too,
have a vote (perhaps at weekly family council meetings ). That is the
ideal , but obviously not all households are run this way. Many families still
live by the old principle that Father’s word is law. In many others, Father
is rarely home when the children are awake, and, as far as the children are
concemed , Mother is the dominant personality and major decision-maker.

Then, there are about 3 million households ( with.about 8 million
children) in which one parent is absent as a result of separation, divorce,
or desertion. Almost 90 percent of these households are headed by women
whose children spend relatively little time with their fathers. In these
families, Mother is boss.

In many other households, the children seem to be in charge. Some
parents are reluctant and pethaps even afraid to say “no” to their children
for fear of stifling their personalities or losing their love. As a result, the
children and their possessions take over most of the house, and the
youngsters make excessive demands upon their parents’ time and money.
In these families, the adults often suffer in silence, believing that they are
doing “the right thing” for their children.The children suffer, too, lacking
the security of strong, decisive parents who set appropriate limits and
provide intelligent guidance.

For better or worse, Americans are devoted and permissive parents—
so much so, in fact, that they are often accused of creating a child-centered:
culture . The ambitions of American parents are more often related to their
children s lives than to their own . For this reason, parents often tum to the
writings of experts—pediatricians, psychiatrists, and psychologists—for
advice on child-rearing.

Because they believe that knowledge leads to a meaningful life,
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