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Lesson 1

In Search of a Golden Age

By Stephanie Coontz

Prereading Assumptions

Before you begin reading “In Search of a Golden Age” please re-
spond to each of the following key words. On the lines next to each
word , write down any word or phrase that comes into your mind re-
lated to this word. This exercise should show you something about
your knowledge of the ideas in the reading. W heri you have finished
the reading and the com prehension exercises, look back at these origi-
nal associations. Think about how they may have changed or ex pand-
ed.

1. golden

2. hybrid

3. nuclear

4. self-containment
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(1) Some of the tremendous problems we f{ace in moden:
American society —from drug use to economic instability to persona!
alienation — have developed in conjunction with a series of remark
able changes in the composition and functioning of American fami
lies, and many people link these two sets of facts. They blame the
problems on changes in family roles or values and argue that a re
turn to some “traditional “or “natural”family would resolve the cri
sis.

(2) My research suggests that all the historical evidence con
tradicts such a conclusion. On closer inspection, no “golden age” of
the family can be found, and mény of our ideals are based on a
mythical family that never existed in the real world. The source of
many of America’s modern problems, moreover, both in and out-
side of the family, does not lie in a departure from old family prac-
tices and values but in clash between unrealistic expectations and a
changing socioeconomic environment. The real crisis of American
society is over how to handle the dependencies associated not only
with infancy and age but with illness, unemployment, and degrada-
tion of the environment. Solving the crisis will require social com-

mitments and obligations that extend beyond the nuclear family.

IS THERE A “TRADITIONAL” FAMILY?

(3) Many people hold an image of how American families
“used tc be” at some particular point in time, and they propose that
we return to that ideal. In fact, however, there have been a wide
variety of family forms and values in American history, and there is
no period in which some ideal family predominated.

(4) Colonial families are sometimes thought of as particularl
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stable and self-supporting. This was a time, it is often said, when
“a man’s home was his castle. ” It is true that paternal rule'was sel-
dom challenged, but this was based on a thorough-going subordina-
tion of women and the brutal treatment of children. Moreover,
colonial families had little of the intimacy and privacy we usually
fantasize about in constructing our ideal model. Community authori-
ties and neighbors continually intervened in all aspects of family life.
Children were frequently taken away from parents by authorities
who found the homes “unfit. ” Even more frequently the parents
themselves sent their children to other people’s homes for years at a
time.

(5) The high mortality rates of that era meant that the average
length of marriage was only a dozen years, making colonial families
at least as unstable as modern ones. 1f partnerships were dissolved
by death rather than divorce this can hardly have been a less trau-
matic expérience for the children.

(6) Modern Americans who like the parental authority and
male dominance of colonial families would be horrified by their rou-
tine acceptance of sexual discussions (between both genders and in
front 'of children), the invasion of privacy by neighbors and commu-
nity officials, and the relative lack of emotional privilege colonial
households extended to the nuclear unit. On the other hand, those
who are attracted by the corporate limits on individual enterprise a-
mong colonial households and by the public nature of colonial life are
unlikely to be enamored of the insistence on hierarchy and accep-
tance of social inequality.

(7) In the era of the American Revolution and early republic,

there was increased interest in establishing independent, self-sup-
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porting families, but only as part of a much larger conception of so-
cial obligation and association. This period was also marked by a
tremendous increase in premarital pregnancy rates. Furthermore,
all the existing notions of family were greatly compromised by their
acceptance of — and often dependence upon — slavery. The short
lived equality and self-sufficiency of white farm families rested on
the extermination of Native American societies and the annexation
of a huge hunk of Mexico.

(8) Beginning in the 1830s a new family form began to take
shape in the white middle class, as men lost older routes to self-em-
ployment or accession to a family farm, and as married women’s
traditional household production was taken over by unmarried girls
working in factories. The new middle-class family was based on a
strict segregation of spheres between the sexes, intense mother-
child bonding, and on the idea that children must be protected from
knowledge of poverty, death, and sex. But those who turn to this
model as their ideal forget that the 19th century family was the
main arena for the development of birth control and, frequently,

“simple

the exercise of abortion. Moreover, proponents of the
virtues” of this family would be surprised by how it downplayed pri-
vate, heterosexual relations and endorsed intimacies among women
that some would consider scandalous. Women’s diaries from this pe-
riod devoted page after page to rhapsodies about female friends, in-
cluding intimate descriptions of their embraces and kisses, while on-
ly briefly referring to their husbands. On the other hand, those
who would embrace the sisterhood of 19th-century women are likely
to detest the gender-role and other assumptions that created such fe-

male solidarity.
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(9) In the early 1900s the growth of mass production, togeth-
er with the emergence of a state policy aimed at establishing a family
wage led to new ideas about family self-sufficiency. Families began
to lose their organic connection to social intermediaries such as local
shops, neighborhood work cultures and churches, and mutual aid
societies. As families related more directly to the state and the mar-
ket (or to new religious figures using the mass media and bypassing
local congregations), they also developed a new cult of privacy.
Heightened expectations were created concerning the family’s role in
fostering individual fulfilment.

(10) Where the 19th-century middle-class family revolved
around the mother-child axis, the 20th-century family elevated the
couple relationship to its central concern. The new image stressed
the early independence of children and the romantic coupling of hus-
band and wife. Same-sex ties and intense mother-son bonding were
repudiated as unhealthy. From this family we get the idea that
women are sexual, that youth is attractive, and that forming a fam-
ily should be the end of all endeavor and the center of our emotional
fulfilment.

(11) But there were big contradictions between image and real-
ity in this family. This is the period when people first accepted the
idea that the family should be sacred from outside intervention. But
the development of the private, self-sufficient family depended on
state intervention, not only in the economy but in the destruction of
community and class institutions that provided alternatives to pri-
vate, self“contained families. The invention of juvenile courts, for
example, allowed middle-class reformers to incarcerate youth who

did not subscribe to middle-class notions of family propriety, even if
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they had done nothing illegal. Acceptance of a youth and leisure
culture in' the middle class, meanwhile— which consequently sanc-
tioned early marriage and raised expectations about the quality of
married life— also introduced new tensions between the generations
and new conflicts between husband and wife over what were ade-
quate levels of financial and emotional support. Divorce rates in the
1920s made the highest percentage leap (aside from the postwar
surge in 1946) in American history.

(12) Thus the family that emerged in the 1920s provides no
more satisfactory a model for most people. By stressing coupled inti-
macy as the main source of emotional satisfaction, the romanticizing
of the husband-wife union has generated still more changes: de-
mands for easier divorce or for the legitimation of gay and lesbian
pairings stem partly from the acceptance of the idea that there are
no substitutes for couple relationship and the related conclusion that
an unsatisfactory couple relationship is intolerable. The liberation of
sexuality and the acceptance of consumerism within marriage led to
a jading of tastes and a search for new thrills that began to tempt

many to venture outside the marital relation.

THE TRAP OF NOSTALGIA
(13) On close examination , it appears that many of our images
of the traditional family are derived from 1950s television serials.
These shows presented an idealized mixture of values that never co-
existed in any real family and that were in many cases quite contra-
dictory. For example, the family of the 19th century revolved
around the parent-child axis while the family of the 20th century re-

volved around the couple relationship. The hybrid modern expecta-



