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Linda C. McClain and Daniel Cere

Extraordinary changes in patterns of family life — and family law — have 
dramatically altered the boundaries of parenthood and opened up numer-
ous questions and debates. What is parenthood and why does it matter? 
How should society define, regulate, and support it? Despite this uncer-
tainty, however, the intense focus on the definition and future of marriage 
diverts attention from parenthood. Further, demographic reports suggest-
ing a shift away from marriage and toward alternative family forms keep 
marriage in constant public view, obscuring the fact that disagreements 
about marriage are often grounded in deeper, conflicting convictions 
about parenthood.

What Is Parenthood? asks bold and direct questions about how to think 
about, support, and regulate parenthood.1 We begin with the institutional 
question: Is parenthood separable from marriage — or couplehood — when 
society seeks to foster children’s well-being? We then turn to other issues: 
What is the better model of parenthood from the perspective of child out-
comes? How should the rights of adults and of children shape the law of 
parenthood? How do children form secure attachment to parents, and 
how significant is biology to that process? How do gender equality and 
gender difference shape the law and social practice of parenthood? Are 
there gender differences in parenting, and, if so, should difference make 
a difference? What are the implications for the meaning of parenthood 
and family life of immigration and its giving rise to forms of transnational 
parenting? Finally, given the significant changes in patterns of family life, 
what directions should family law and public policy concerning parent-
hood take?

The book brings together an interdisciplinary group of distinguished 
scholars to investigate these questions and debates about parenthood 
in contemporary society. For each question, the book provides two re-
sponses from experts with different perspectives, who are, generally, from 
different disciplines. Law, admittedly, is the disciplinary center of gravity, 
but the volume brings into conversation scholars from law, anthropology, 
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globalization and immigration studies, medicine, psychology, religious 
ethics, and sociology. This interdisciplinary approach allows competing 
perspectives on critical issues pertinent to parenthood. In addressing 
these issues, our contributors also offer different perspectives on related 
questions, such as the role of empirical research and evidence in debates 
over parenthood and the family.

As an organizing device, we use two contrasting models of parenthood: 
the integrative model and the diversity model. We offer them as a guiding 
framework subject to refinement, rather than as rigid constructs describ-
ing two polarized camps. Indeed, within this book, there are creative ten-
sions over whether it is possible to delineate two contrasting models. 
There is a considerable amount of nuance and plasticity within what we 
call these integrative and diversity approaches, but we nonetheless believe 
that the models are helpful and avoid many of the available reductive di-
chotomies, such as for and against, liberal versus conservative, modern 
versus traditional. Therefore, we use the two models to elucidate the chal-
lenging tensions within academic discourse and public debate about 
parenthood.

Generally, for each question posed, one response approaches the ques-
tion from the perspective of the integrative model and the other, from that 
of the diversity model.2 Many collections on family issues gravitate toward 
the conservative, liberal, or feminist pole. By contrast, this book deliber-
ately brings together scholars from different points along the spectrum. 
We offer the two models as an organizing device, and many contributors 
vigorously defend or criticize one or the other model. Some contributors 
also illuminate tensions in family life and family law between these two 
models. However, some contributors challenge the utility of this two-
model approach and propose alternative frameworks.

The Integrative and Diversity Models and Their Usefulness
The integrative model of parenthood (as elaborated by Daniel Cere in chap-
ter 1) reflects a traditional, and still common, understanding of parent-
hood as a natural relation following from biological reproduction by one 
man and one woman within marriage (or legal adoption within marriage). 
We call this view integrative because it regards marriage — between one 
man and one woman — as the central social institution for integrating sex-
uality, reproduction, and parenthood so that children grow up with their 
two biological parents. Proponents of the integrative model describe it as 
a conjugal model to emphasize that it is a male-female model of parenting 
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and assumes a certain social ecology of adult pair-bonding, sex difference, 
and adult-child relationships. Although some appeal to religious convic-
tions to justify the integrative model, many eschew explicit appeal to re-
ligion and find support for the model in academic fields like evolutionary 
psychology, kinship studies, and biological anthropology.

The integrative model emphasizes the importance of biological con-
nection, the significance of sex difference, and the need — indeed, the 
right — of children to two biological parents: their mother and father. It 
urges caution about the growing use of assisted reproductive technology 
(ART) because of the separations this technology introduces between 
biology and parenthood and, often, between marriage and parenthood. 
Generally, its proponents oppose opening up civil marriage to same-sex 
couples because this change will weaken the basic idea that each child 
should have a mother and a father.3 However, some support second-par-
ent adoption for same-sex couples because formal ties between parents 
and children better foster child well-being than informal ones. The role of 
law, in the integrative model, is to assist in channelling human bonding 
and reproduction toward the institution of marriage in a way that inte-
grates the many biological and social goods of parenthood.4 Some propo-
nents of the integrative model, nonetheless, now support same-sex mar-
riage in light of other goods at stake (such as fairness and the dignity and 
equal citizenship of gay men and lesbians). They call for exploring possible 
coalitions between straight people and gay men and lesbians on strength-
ening marriage as an institution, embracing a norm of marital parenthood 
as best for children, and thinking carefully about the use of ART.5

The diversity model (as elaborated by Linda McClain in chapter 2) rec-
ognizes and responds to the growing diversity in patterns of family life. It 
acknowledges various pathways to parenthood. It often includes a nor-
mative judgment that this diversity has value. It defines parenthood more 
by reference to the quality of the relationship — or, to use a psychological 
concept, attachment — between adult and child than to whether a mari-
tal relationship exists between two opposite-sex adults or a biological tie 
between adult and child. It recognizes that adult-adult intimate relation-
ships often produce and may be linked to parent-child bonds, as in mar-
riage. However, it also recognizes that adult-adult intimate bonds are not 
always the anchor of parent-child bonds; some parent-child bonds form 
and flourish outside of marriage or other adult intimate relationships.

The diversity model tends to focus on family function rather than fam-
ily form. The legal category of parent, on this model, properly includes 
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persons who function as parents even if they lack a biological or formal 
connection to a child. It also stresses adult autonomy and responsibility 
and the basic right of children to healthy attachments and good parenting, 
rather than a basic right to biological parents or parents who satisfy cer-
tain formal requirements. This model embraces family law’s gender revo-
lution away from hierarchical, fixed gender roles for spouses and parents 
and toward equality as a basic norm.6 It de-emphasizes the significance 
of sex difference and gender complementarity and is skeptical of claims 
that every child needs a mother and a father for optimal development. 
The role of law, on the diversity model, is to recognize and support the 
diverse array of contexts in which bonded parent-child relationships may 
arise. To be sure, the diversity model is a big tent. There is considerable 
disagreement among those who agree that the integrative model is too 
narrow in its approach to parenthood. Some proponents of the diversity 
model share with the integrative model the conviction that marriage is a 
valuable way to integrate intimate adult bonds and parent-child bonds; 
however, for them, this is a reason to support, rather than to oppose, mar-
riage by same-sex couples. Other proponents criticize family law’s focus 
upon marriage and urge that society should support a broader range of 
intimate adult relationships. Still other diversity proponents contend that, 
given the vicissitudes of adult intimate relationships, society should focus 
on and support parenthood — and the needs of children — rather than on 
integration of intimate and parenting bonds.

These models of parenthood often coexist in uneasy tension with one 
another. Public opinion surveys report both notable recognition of family 
diversity and considerable ambivalence about it. A Pew Research Center 
survey, The Decline of Marriage and Rise of New Families, found that major-
ities of Americans define “family” in a way that includes family forms that 
clearly do not fit into the integrative model of parenthood — married, het-
erosexual parents (by biology or adoption). To be sure, nearly 99 percent 
of those surveyed deem a married couple with children a family. Yet very 
large majorities also recognize family forms that depart from the integra-
tive model and move toward the diversity model: 86 percent consider a 
single parent with children a family, 80 percent, an unmarried couple with 
children. Moreover, a sizable majority (63 percent) considers a same-sex 
couple with children a family.7 These survey responses suggest, as the re-
port notes, that although “the portrait of the American family circa 2010 
starts where it always has — with mom, pop and the kids .  .  . the family 
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album now includes other ensembles.”8 However, recognition that greater 
family diversity exists does not translate in all cases to acceptance of such 
change. The survey found that 69 percent of respondents view with con-
cern the trend of more single women having children. The public is more 
divided over other forms of family diversity, with a large minority (43 per-
cent) believing that the trends of more unmarried couples and more gay 
and lesbian couples raising children are bad for society, while an equally 
large minority say that they are neither good nor bad. Further, different 
segments of the public (based on gender, age, religiosity, and race) hold 
different views about whether children need a home with both a mother 
and a father.9

This book is also pertinent to contemporary debates over the legal 
regulation of marriage. It attempts to provide a balanced and critical 
overview of the ways in which different conceptions of parenthood shape 
debates over marriage. An instructive example is provided by the ongo-
ing legal and political struggles in the United States over whether states 
should open up civil marriage to same-sex couples. State courts that have 
rejected the constitutional challenges brought by same-sex couples have 
presupposed the integrative model of parenthood.10 State courts that 
have accepted such challenges have rejected this model to the extent it 
would limit marriage to opposite-sex couples, stressing the equal capacity 
of same-sex couples to be spouses and parents. Instead, the latter courts 
have recognized the diversity of pathways to becoming a parent and con-
cluded that research indicates that gay and lesbian parents are as effec-
tive as heterosexual parents at rearing children and that parental effec-
tiveness is not related to sexual orientation.11 Further, as state legislatures 
wrestle with the marriage issue, the underlying role of competing models 
of parenthood is evident.12 As elaborated in chapter 2, claims about the 
irrelevance of gender to parental capacity and child outcomes played a 
critical role in the successful federal constitutional challenge brought by 
same-sex couples to California’s Proposition 8. Competing models of par-
enthood are also critical to ongoing legal challenges to the federal Defense 
of Marriage Act (DOMA) and to congressional debate over whether to re-
peal DOMA. By posing a range of questions about parenthood, this vol-
ume avoids focusing only on what gets the most airtime in debates over 
parenthood: family form. To be sure, it does ask whether family form mat-
ters, but it also asks many other questions concerning critical, but often 
overlooked, aspects of contemporary parenthood.
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Overview of the Book
In part I, we offer the working hypothesis that the integrative and diversity 
models of parenthood provide a fruitful framework for making sense of 
contemporary debates about parenthood and addressing the significant 
questions about parenthood taken up by our contributors.

In chapter 1, Daniel Cere argues that developments in the fields of at-
tachment theory, kinship studies, and evolutionary psychology resonate 
with an integrative approach to parenthood, which emphasizes the im-
portance of human pair-bonding and kinship bonds and the evolutionary 
roots of attachment.13 He looks closely at what these fields suggest about 
the critical importance of attachment and kinship bonds for human de-
velopment. He contends that this research suggests significant conver-
gence on a “substantive set of principles” across lines of debate over par-
enthood concerning the needs and rights of children, the duties of adults, 
and the obligation of society and the state to facilitate adults’ capacity to 
meet children’s needs. He then identifies some likely areas of disagree-
ment between proponents of the integrative and diversity models about 
further implications of this research. Canvassing recent scholarship, he 
elaborates several features of human kinship systems and explains their 
import for the integrative model. He concludes by examining how this 
research might inform parenthood debates and translate into legal argu-
ments about the “unique web of rights associated with childhood.”

In chapter 2, Linda McClain sets forth the diversity model of parent-
hood.14 She looks first at social practice, canvassing diverse pathways to 
parenthood, and then at family law, showing the law’s evolution toward 
more diversity in defining and supporting parenthood. She acknowledges 
the continuing hold of an integrative model in public opinion (if not al-
ways in practice) and in family law. She explains the normative founda-
tions of the diversity model as well as how changes in constitutional, 
criminal, and family law, and in women’s economic status in society, have 
facilitated greater family diversity. Government, she argues, should recog-
nize and support different forms of family, and she identifies different per-
spectives within the diversity model over questions of law and policy, such 
as the continuing place of marriage and whether and how closely to link 
adult-adult intimate bonds to parent-child bonds. She also sketches di-
versity (or disagreement) within the integrative model. She proposes that, 
given variations within both models, the image of a continuum might bet-
ter help to map competing conceptions of parenthood in contemporary 
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debates about family life and family law and what is best for adults, chil-
dren, and society.

Part II takes up the question of institutions supporting parenthood: 
Is parenthood separable from marriage (or couplehood) when it comes 
to fostering child well-being? Sociologist Judith Stacey, in chapter 3, ar-
gues that the terms singular (or universalist) and pluralist better describe 
the contrasting perspectives on family change and family diversity.15 She 
demonstrates the ethnographic character of the institutional question 
by drawing on field research on the matrilineal Mosuo culture of south-
western China and polygamy in South Africa — two radically different ex-
amples of family systems that do not presume that child welfare depends 
upon monogamous, heterosexual marriage. She criticizes the exaggerated 
emphasis that the integrative perspective places on the role of marriage in 
promoting child welfare and argues instead for greater social responsibil-
ity to enable successful parenting in all of its diverse forms.

In chapter 4, anthropologist Peter Wood also takes up the example of 
the Na (or what Stacey calls the Mosuo) in defending the opposite point: 
societies are generally and preferentially organized to provide each child 
with an acknowledged mother and father who bear responsibility for rais-
ing the child.16 This proposition about the normative structure of human 
societies, he argues, does not deny that the actual arrangements societies 
employ to nurture, provide for, and educate children are diverse or that 
various external constraints sometimes compromise the underlying pref-
erential pattern for assigning each child a mother and father. He argues, 
however, that while all human societies have “fictive kin” arrangements to 
address these exceptional circumstances, these are better understood as 
exceptions to the fundamental pattern than as evidence that the postu-
lated pattern is an inaccurate generalization. He illustrates with two eth-
nographically documented cases of extreme deviations from the pattern 
of assigning a child a single mother and a single father: the Na and the 
Nayars of nineteenth-century India. He also addresses other ethnographic 
departures from the integrative model of parenthood.

Part III addresses the critical question of rights: What rights of adults 
and children are at stake in defining and regulating parenthood? Do 
adults have a right to a child? Do children have rights to their biological 
parents? How do human rights instruments, such as the Universal Decla-
ration of Human Rights (UDHR) and the Convention on the Rights of the 
Child (CRC), illuminate these questions? Religious ethicist Don Browning 
and legal scholar David Meyer both consider the UDHR, the CRC, and the 
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rights of parents and children in family law, but they reach different con-
clusions as to how they bear on models of parenthood.

In chapter 5, Browning develops an integrative view of children’s rights 
based upon the natural law tradition in Christian thought.17 He recon-
structs this tradition to address two questions: How should we ground the 
rights of children, especially in light of the rights of parents? What can 
Christianity contribute to answering that question? He contends that 
the natural law tradition (which integrated and used many non-Christian 
sources, such as notions of kin altruism) emphasizes the biological relat-
edness and marriage of a child’s parents as central to the rights of chil-
dren, both legal and religious. Law and religion, he argues, should coop-
erate in maximizing the possibility that the reproductive rights of adults 
are realized in ways that protect the rights of children to be raised by the 
parents who conceived them and to ensure that this happens within le-
gally institutionalized marriage. He shows the prominence of this view in 
major international human rights documents, such as the UDHR and the 
CRC. Browning also criticizes family law’s move away from this natural 
law tradition and toward a diversity model.

In chapter 6, David Meyer asks whether the rights of children or adults 
require the state to enlarge the concept of parenthood to accommodate 
an expanding universe of family forms (as the diversity model would sup-
port) or, instead, aggressively to channel child rearing into the traditional, 
marital, two-parent, mother-father model of parenthood.18 He concludes 
that the rights of children and those of adults do not require adherence to 
any single model of parenthood, whether oriented around biology, mar-
riage, adult intentions, or any other polestar. Children’s rights and those 
of adults do put modest constraints on the state’s choices in defining the 
parent-child relationship, but the limits are broad, evolving, and multidi-
mensional. Basic rights inevitably require some diversity in parenthood, 
but they do not compel public acquiescence in whatever child care ar-
rangements upon which adults may agree. Resort to rights talk, Meyer 
argues, cannot spare society the need to grapple with the fundamental 
policy questions that must guide the exercise of democratic choice. He 
illustrates his thesis by examining the rights of children in the CRC, the 
rights of adults and children in the UDHR and the European Convention 
on Human Rights, and judicial constructions of parenthood in U.S. consti-
tutional law.

In part IV, contributors address the question of child outcomes and 
parenthood: Does one model of parenthood produce, on average, better 
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outcomes for children or for society? What light does social science shed 
on the parenthood — and family forms — debates? In chapter 7, legal scholar 
Margaret Brinig makes a case for the integrative model of parenthood and 
for supporting the formal, legally recognized statuses of husband/wife and 
parent/child.19 Drawing on the existing literature and on her own research 
on different-sex couples, she argues that, in general, children do better in 
the short and long term if they live with married parents and if they are bi-
ological or adopted children of these parents. Using mixed-race marriages 
as an example, she explains the importance of different factors for child 
outcomes, such as the stability and permanence of relationships and pa-
rental warmth. She also explains the importance of community, which in-
cludes the formal community denoted by legal status, the family’s religious 
community, and the peer community, which particularly influences older 
children. For example, black children seem to be affected by formal legal 
relationships far less than other racial groups in the United States, and she 
concludes that the reason may be the support provided by the mother’s re-
ligiosity. She also considers that stable marriages may provide a buffer for 
fathers who, on their own, may prefer sons to daughters, as the reported 
cases involving relocation by custodial parents suggest.

In chapter 8, psychologist Fiona Tasker looks at developmental out-
comes for children raised by lesbian and gay parents.20 She observes that, 
for policy makers, whether or not children brought up in nontraditional 
family structures are disadvantaged, unaffected, or even advantaged in 
their development has been a key concern in whether to change the law 
to recognize and support lesbian and gay parenting. She first canvasses 
the pathways to parenthood by gay men and lesbians (such as adoption, 
the use of ART, and after heterosexual separation or divorce), and the 
extent to which current legal regimes support those pathways. She then 
provides an overview of key studies of children brought up by lesbian and 
gay parents, pointing out limitations in prior studies and how more recent 
studies provide probative evidence that children reared by lesbian and gay 
parents do not fare worse than children reared by heterosexual or oppo-
site-sex parents. These studies generally are consistent with the diversity 
model’s claim that family form in and of itself makes little difference to 
child well-being; instead, what matters are quality of parenting, access to 
resources, and the social systems surrounding the family. She concludes 
that further legal change is necessary to support different routes to fam-
ily formation and to recognize and meet the needs of children in diverse 
families.
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Part V turns to the question of how children form secure attachment 
to their parents or other caregivers — a vital component of child develop-
ment. How much does a biological connection between parent and child 
matter to this process? What sort of factors foster and hinder secure at-
tachment? Psychoanalyst John Bowlby’s pioneering work on attachment 
provides a point of departure for both chapters in this part. However, the 
chapters contrast sharply in their  basic or “take-home” messages about 
fashioning public policy about parenthood informed by the literature on 
attachment.

In chapter 9, an interdisciplinary group of authors from medicine, 
psychology, and religious ethics — Terence Hébert, Ellen Moss, Daniel 
Cere, and Hyun Song — explore the biological and psychological bases 
of attachment.21 First explaining the biological bases of attachment re-
lationships at a molecular, cellular, and genetic level, they contend that 
the intricate interconnections between pair-bonds and developmental 
processes are consistent with Bowlby’s original theories of the biological 
bases of the attachment system and its evolutionary function. Then, they 
offer a more organismic, behavioral and social focus upon attachment. 
They identify and interpret qualitatively different child-parent attach-
ment patterns within an evolutionary framework and the role of secure 
and insecure attachment relationships in promoting survival of offspring. 
What are the implications, they ask, of psychological research findings for 
child welfare policy and attachment-based intervention models? Finally, 
they call for rigorous research on attachment, but also conclude that the 
evidence concerning the evolution of complex biological and kinship pat-
terns makes a strong case for caution with respect to changes in parent-
ing structures and practices that would promote freedom, equality, and 
diversity in family forms without attention to the effects of such policies 
on children.

In chapter 10, psychologists Howard Steele and Miriam Steele strike a 
tone of confidence about what is known concerning human attachment, 
based on fifty years of systematic research since Bowlby’s pioneering work, 
and how this attachment research may assist public policy. Attachment 
security, they argue, overrides any particular mode of conception and al-
lows any child to thrive if she or he receives consistent sensitive care from 
at least one adult who assumes parental responsibility.22 Bowlby’s work 
frames their discussion of what the literature demonstrates about what 
contributes to a parent meeting a child’s needs for secure attachment and 
the lifelong relevance of these concepts for healthy child, adolescent, and 
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adult development. They highlight research showing how parents demon-
strate an ability to rise above adverse experiences in their past. Consider-
ing attachment in the contexts of one- and two-parent families, adoptive 
and foster care families, and of children conceived by the new reproduc-
tive technologies, they also conclude that a burgeoning literature on non-
traditional families firmly supports a diversity model of parenthood. Their 
take-home message is that the interior emotional and cognitive qualities 
of parents matter most to effective parenting and to children’s adjustment 
and well-being.

Part VI tackles questions about gender equality, gender difference, and 
parenthood: Are there gender differences in parenting? Should such dif-
ference make a difference to understanding, regulating, and supporting 
parenthood? Both contributors addressing this question — legal scholar 
Susan Frelich Appleton and sociologist Andrea Doucet — share a com-
mitment to gender equality and support such policy goals as facilitating 
women’s equal participation in the workplace and men’s and women’s 
more equal participation in the home. Both locate themselves within the 
diversity approach to parenthood. However, there are fruitful and creative 
tensions between them as to how much a commitment to gender equality 
requires gender neutrality.

In chapter 11, Appleton makes the case for a legal regime based on the 
diversity approach to parenthood.23 This model, she argues, supports rec-
ognition of a diverse range of parent-child relationships, without regard 
to sex or gender. Indeed, she challenges the constitutional validity of par-
entage laws that would impose an integrative model. She argues that this 
model and its underlying normative premises rest on gender stereotypes 
that equal protection jurisprudence and family law have repudiated. She 
also questions the reliance upon empirical claims about the effect of vari-
ous familial arrangements on children to support or oppose one model 
of parenthood over another. Indeed, she argues that empirical data pur-
porting to show that the normative one-mother/one-father configura-
tion serves most children well would not justify enshrining it in parent-
age rules applicable to all children. Appleton engages with Doucet on the 
question of whether gender-neutral parental leave policies are up to the 
task, pointing out the comparatively less family-friendly environment in 
the United States than in the countries Doucet discusses. In concluding, 
she calls for a law of parentage rooted in a robust pluralism, a commit-
ment to gender equality, and on common ground between the models 
on the paramount value of children’s interests. She reminds readers that, 
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whatever approach one takes, parentage rules are important because they 
invest authority over children in adults.

In chapter 12, Andrea Doucet begins with the points on which she and 
Appleton agree.24 She agrees, in general, with Appleton’s arguments about 
the limited role that gender differences should have in law. However, she 
brings a different set of lenses to the question of gender and parenthood, 
including sociological, ethnographic, and feminist theoretical work. In 
contrast to the integrative model, she does not emphasize biological con-
nection. However, she does place critical importance on embodiment to 
men’s and women’s experience of parenthood. She contends that arguing 
for gender neutrality, as a legal principle, does not necessarily translate 
into an erasure or absence of gender differences in the everyday identi-
ties, practices, and responsibilities of parenting. She draws on her eth-
nographic work with Canadian families to illustrate differences in how 
fathers and mothers experience the emotional, moral, and community 
responsibilities of parenting and what factors contribute to those differ-
ences. She argues for a shift in focus from measuring gender equality in 
parenting to making sense of differences. She illustrates her approach by 
examining whether and how gender differences in parenting should in-
form parental leave policies.

Part VII considers the implications of global migration of families 
across national borders for parenthood and family life. As immigration 
and psychology scholar Carola Suárez-Orozco and immigration and an-
thropology scholar Marcelo Suárez-Orozco detail in chapter 13, hundreds 
of millions of families experience and conduct family life across national 
borders, giving rise to transnational parenting, with reverberations for 
children, parents, and extended family.25 They examine what they call 
“familyhood” through multiple lenses — in its biological, functional, and 
symbolic complexities. They ask: What does it mean to be a parent, a 
child, or even a “family unit” in transnational circumstances of global mi-
gration? Explaining how immigration is often a family project, they point 
out the gap between the ideal of an integrative family — with parents and 
children in one household — and the reality of protracted separations be-
tween parents and children, with extended kin and fictive kin providing 
caretaking. They address the complex challenges families face at reunifi-
cation and offer some guidelines for public policy.

In chapter 14, sociologist Rhacel Salazar Parreñas examines some dy-
namics of transnational families in the context of the Philippines, one 
of the largest source countries of migrant workers in contemporary 
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globalization.26 She focuses, in particular, on how young adult children 
of migrant mothers interpret their transnational life. She, too, identifies 
the challenges that geographic distance poses for transnational fami-
lies, including marital strain, emotional distance, and the pain of family 
separation. However, she contends that the dismissal of transnational 
mothering as a viable means of parenting exacerbates these challenges 
and constraints. Public opinion in Philippine society, she finds, negatively 
views transnational mothers because their families depart from an inte-
grative ideal of parenthood, and such views intensify the struggles faced 
by transnational family members. By contrast, her perspective on such 
families embraces a diversity model, which assumes that the geographic 
separation of mothers from their children need not prevent the formation 
of healthy intergenerational relations between them and rejects the idea 
that biological mothers are the only or ideal caregivers for their children.

Finally, part VIII poses the “Now what?” question. Given demographic 
changes in family life, and current patterns of family formation and par-
enting, what direction should family law and family policy take? Should 
the proverbial toothpaste go back in the tube, that is, by taking measures 
to link parenthood more tightly to marriage and discourage the growth in 
alternative families? Could it? Or should attention shift from family form 
as such to other matters, like whether persons who become parents are 
prepared for the responsibilities of parenthood and how law and policy 
could foster such responsibility? Family researcher and Family Scholars 
blog director Elizabeth Marquardt and legal scholars June Carbone and 
Naomi Cahn offer sharply diverging answers to the “Now what?” question.

In chapter 15, Marquardt argues that society can and should seek to 
renew marriage as a uniquely important integrator of male-female, 
mother-child, and father-child bonds.27 She grants that there are many 
good aspects of recent family change, among them greater professional, 
educational, and leadership opportunities for women and girls; residential 
fathers’ increased emotional involvement with their children; reduced tol-
erance for domestic violence; greater acceptance of diversity within fami-
lies; and growing acceptance of gay and lesbian persons. However, some 
recent family changes have been negative and hurt children. She contends 
that there is much we still do not know, empirically, about same-sex mar-
riage and parenting and child outcomes, and discusses findings from her 
own study of children conceived with donor sperm. She concludes that 
society should pursue greater integration, for the sake of children, and 
that doing so would not undermine the positive aspects of family change. 
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She challenges Carbone and Cahn’s argument (in chapter 16) that a focus 
on “responsible parenthood” is a better strategy.

In chapter 16, Carbone and Cahn propose to resolve the evident ten-
sion between the integrative and diversity models by advancing the “re-
sponsible parenthood” model, which would support responsible parent-
hood irrespective of family form.28 They elaborate the “critical principles” 
that support responsible parenthood: emphasize education for men and 
women; postpone childbearing until adults reach a measure of financial 
independence and emotional maturity; adopt more flexible attitudes to-
ward gender roles in the home and workplace; and respect the life and re-
productive choices of mature and independent persons. They note a cen-
tral irony in the “family values” debate: in the more liberal, or “blue,” states, 
which have moved toward this responsibility model, there is little preach-
ing of traditional family values, but the two-parent, marital family flour-
ishes. By contrast, families in “red” states, which emphasize steering sexu-
ality and reproduction into marriage, have higher rates of teen births and 
divorce, and worsening prospects for the next generation. Disagreement 
over models of parenting, they contend, is less about the ideal — healthy, 
stable families — and more about the means for achieving that end and 
how to address the gap between ideal and reality. Wholesale demographic 
and economic changes, they argue, are shaping family formation and fam-
ily life and making the “red” model more difficult to sustain.

In our epilogue, we offer some concluding reflections on this book’s in-
vestigation of critical questions about parenthood and propose directions 
for further inquiry. Cere addresses several misleading critiques of both 
integrative and diversity accounts of parenthood to help readers identify 
lines of attack that obscure the complexity of the issues these accounts 
raise. McClain observes that the interplay of the contributors’ various dis-
ciplinary perspectives reveals challenging methodological and normative 
questions that require consideration in shaping the law of parenthood and 
family policy. She identifies three issues that illuminate points of agree-
ment and disagreement between the integrative and diversity models and 
warrant further attention: assessing the fact and value of family diversity 
and the role of law in addressing that diversity; determining the relevance 
of natural science and social science to models of parenting and to family 
law and policy; and addressing the role that public values and the nor-
mative commitments of family law and constitutional law should play in 
fashioning the law of parenthood.
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Toward an Integrative Account of Parenthood

Daniel Cere

Attachment theory and evolutionary kinship theory offer powerful and 
comprehensive theoretical accounts of the complex domain of human 
parenthood. Attachment theory emerged as a contribution to evolution-
ary psychology, but these trajectories of research had drifted apart. In re-
cent years there have been efforts to reconnect these fertile explanatory 
approaches. This chapter discusses developments in these fields, what 
they suggest about the complex nexus of kin relationships and primal at-
tachments, and how these findings may resonate with integrative lines of 
argument. The final section discusses tensions between the diversity and 
integrative approaches to parenthood and their implications for law and 
policy.

Integrative Attachments
Plato’s Republic envisages a human society in which child care is fully dis-
connected from parenthood, allowing adult male and female progenitors 
to pursue their interests and careers freed from the burden of daily pa-
rental responsibilities. For Plato, the private (idion) realm of the familial 
is a dense domain filled with strong idiosyncratic passions and loyalties 
not easily ordered by the universal standards of justice.1 The Republic ar-
gues for the deconstruction of this private sphere and its reorganization 
on transparent principles of rational justice. The nepotism of familial re-
lationships must be replaced by an extensive system of public institutions 
dedicated to child care and rearing.

Modern culture has been the site for numerous experiments attempt-
ing to realize some version of this Platonic project. One significant ex-
ample is the Israeli kibbutz experiment. Two key objectives of the kib-
butz project were, first, an attempt to loosen the connection between 
the breeding and nurturing dimensions of parenthood and, second, the 
promotion of gender equality in the division of labor. Shepher and Tiger’s 
classic study Women in the Kibbutz documents the diverse ways in which 
this experiment seemed to run up against entrenched features of human 
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bonding. Despite the centrality of these child-rearing arrangements to the 
communal experiment, kibbutzim women demanded reversion to forms 
of mother-child attachment found in most, if not all, human societies.2

Jewish maternal resistance to this experiment in comprehensive child 
care could look to an influential body of research for support. Attach-
ment theory has emerged as one of the most influential theories in con-
temporary psychology. Bowlby’s early research on the disastrous effects 
of fragmented institutionalized child care led to a new awareness of the 
decisive importance of close attachment bonds for child development.3 
Ainsworth’s fieldwork in Uganda underscored the cross-cultural signifi-
cance of this emerging body of theory.4 Decades later the legacy of Roma-
nia’s institutionalized child care regime provided tragic data for extensive 
research into the traumatic impact of severe attachment deprivation and 
evidence for many of the basic claims of attachment theory.5

Attachment theory has its critics. One regular line of critique argues 
that attachment theory is an ideological paradigm that reflects the con-
cerns of Western middle-class parenting culture.6 However, an increasing 
body of interdisciplinary evidence points to the cross-cultural patterns 
of attachment. Primatological studies have underscored the applicabil-
ity of attachment theory to non-human primates. The evidence points to 
the validity of a thick core of claims in attachment theory including the 
following: 

1. the universal need of infants to become attached to a primary 
caregiver;7

2. the high degree of maternal sensitivity to an infant’s attachment 
signals;8

3. elevated and enduring patterns of infant attachment behavior 
and maternal sensitivity in the higher primates;9

4. the high degree of infant sensitivity to changes in psychosocial 
attachments;10

5. the biological, hormonal, genetic, and epigenetic dimensions of 
social bonding;11

6. the significance of attachment security for competencies in cog-
nitive, emotional, and social development;12

7. cross-cultural evidence for similar patterns of secure, insecure, 
and disorganized attachments;13 and
8. the correlation of childhood attachment disorders to a number of 
adolescent and adult psychopathologies.14
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A powerful set of research techniques have begun to uncover the bio-
chemical interactions involved in maternal-infant attachments and the 
processes that regulate gene expression in the early development of in-
fants.15 This research has linked attachment theory to a system of gene 
regulation known as epigenetics.16 Maternal-infant attachment bonds trig-
ger epigenetic changes that initiate “long-term developmental effects last-
ing into childhood.”17

There is a growing scientific consensus that early attachment bonds 
have long-term consequences across the life span.18 Low attachment 
bonds result in heightened startle and defense responses, more intense re-
sponses to stress, and early, increased sexual activity — response patterns 
suitable to hostile unpredictable environments. Secure bonds result in a 
capacity for more explorative responses to novelty, lower levels of stress, 
and slower sexual development — traits suited to stable environments that 
offer diverse resources and opportunities.19 Because attachment patterns 
typically reappear in future pair-bonding and parenting styles of these se-
cure or insecure infants, they can, and regularly do, have a transgenera-
tional impact. The impact of a mother’s high or low attachment patterns 
is passed on to her daughters, shaping their future maternal responses. 
In short, patterns of parent-infant attachments are biologically encoded 
at the epigenetic level with long-term significance for adult attachments 
and, possibly, for their offspring.20

As evidence accumulated, Bowlby concluded that the formation of 
secure attachments occurs across the human life span.21 According to 
Zeifman and Hazan, secure childhood bonds predispose individuals to 
develop stable attachments in adult relationships. Long-term pair-bonds 
anchor familial stability, enhance mutual support and parental collabo-
ration, and tend to be associated with more secure attachments to the 
offspring of these pair-bonds. Individuals who have experienced stable 
attachments are more likely to adopt the committed long-term mating 
strategies important to reproductive success.22

Attachment theory’s success in highlighting the crucial importance of 
attachment for human development, and the new discoveries into the bi-
ological mechanisms of attachment theory, raise some serious concerns. 
The social web of care for children emerges as the first and most funda-
mental developmental challenge for human relationships. This research 
has implications for law and public policy. There appears to be significant 
convergence on a substantive set of principles across lines of debate on 
parenthood: 
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•	 first, that children have a basic right to close, secure attachments 
with primary caregivers;

•	 second, that adults who are in relationships of parental responsibility 
for children have a duty to respond to their basic attachment needs;

•	 third, that society and the state should work to provide social, eco-
nomic, and institutional contexts that facilitate and support, rather 
than erode or undermine, the capacity of adult caregivers to meet the 
basic attachment needs of children;

•	 fourth, there is a need to work toward the elimination of forms of 
child care that contribute to serious attachment deprivation.

Michael Rutter notes that attachment theory has already played a sig-
nificant role in a number of major policy developments. Its findings con-
tributed to the turn from institutionalized orphanages as the first-choice 
solution for children who have lost connection to parental caregivers. It 
has also contributed to changes in hospital practices dealing with chil-
dren in situations of extended care.23

However, beyond these areas of convergence on some core principles 
and practices, there would be disagreement. To highlight the fluidity and 
elasticity of parenting arrangements, proponents of diversity emphasize 
the performative or functional character of attachment bonds. In this 
view, quality attachments are the result of good parenting practices. Per-
formance is not tied to particular maternal or paternal kin-connected 
bonds. Adoptive parents, stepparents, foster parents, or same-sex caregiv-
ers should be able to perform the caregiving functions required to meet 
children’s attachment needs.24 Diversity proponents argue that the pro-
cesses of attachment observed in secure mother-child bonds could also 
be provided by other consistent caregiving adults genetically unrelated to 
the child.25 Highlighting the central significance of a particular form of pa-
rental attachment such as the “maternal-child” bond amounts to a form 
of essentialism that constrains the range of parenting possibilities and 
throws certain forms of parenting under a cloud of suspicion.

The integrative approach, in contrast, would have fewer reservations 
about highlighting the salience of particular parental bonds for the at-
tachment needs of children. For example, it would be more willing to en-
tertain evidence from primatology, evolutionary psychology, and attach-
ment theory that points to the near-universal role of maternal-child ties 
as the primary attachment bond. Evolutionary psychology argues that 
across species females are far more likely than males to care for, invest in, 
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and bond with their offspring.26 As they move through gestation and birth, 
biological mothers are hormonally primed for parental sensitivity, invest-
ment, and attachment in ways that other adults are not.27 These factors 
nudged Bowlby to suggest that the “elementary social unit” of our evo-
lutionary development is the mother-child bond — and perhaps uterine 
bonds with her daughter’s children (allomaternal) — rather than the co-
parental bond.28

In contrast, Sarah Hrdy’s anthropological account of maternal caregiv-
ing seems supportive of a diversity line of argument.29 She highlights the 
complexity of kinship systems and the significance of “fictive” or “manu-
factured” kinship and emphasizes “the advantages of casting the net of 
kinship as widely as possible.”30 She questions the significance of genetic 
relationship for parental attachment.31 Hrdy shares the Dutch primatolo-
gist Frans De Waal’s fascination with the free-flowing mating and parent-
ing styles of primates like the bonobos and the marmosets. Both scholars 
find these intensely promiscuous, sexually energized and good-natured 
primates far more attractive as fellow travelers in the trajectory of primate 
evolution than the “demonic,” “xenophobic,” and “compulsively possessive” 
parental behavior of chimps and gorillas typically cited as our closest and 
best primate templates for human patterns of parent-child attachment 
and caregiving.32

Hrdy dismisses Bowlby’s focus on the “sexually monandrous mother” 
as a narrow and “Victorian” account of the complexities of human mating 
and parenting.33 Hrdy works the primatological data to highlight the elas-
ticity of parental forms and the critical importance of cooperative breed-
ing and alloparenting for human and nonhuman primate child care. The 
big idea permeating her work is one borrowed from Stephanie Coontz, 
namely, that “children do best in societies where childrearing is consid-
ered too important to be left entirely to parents.”34 The core elements of 
her argument lay out a primatological manifesto for good-quality child 
care:

First, there is no one, universal pattern of infant care among primates. 
Second, far from being a hardwired primate-wide trait, continuous-
care-and-contact mothering is a last resort for primate mothers who 
lack safe and available alternatives. Third, and perhaps most impor-
tant so far as primates are concerned, there is nothing evolutionarily 
out of the ordinary about mothers cutting corners or relying on shared 
care.35



24

Daniel Cere

According to Hrdy, human maternal-infant attachments, similar to 
those in a number of nonhuman species, form complex patterns of allo-
parenting, typically based on kin connection, that complement and assist 
maternal care.36 This complexity provides human infants with a richer so-
cial matrix for development than the more possessive and “monotropic” 
maternal styles of chimps or gorillas.37

However, despite this shift of attention away from kin-connected bonds 
toward the more communal dimensions of parenting, in the final analy-
sis her survey does not challenge “the central importance of mothers.” 
“Of all the attachments mammalian babies form,” Hrdy concedes, “none 
is more powerful than that between baby primates and their mothers.”38 
Furthermore, her examination of the diverse forms of alloparenting (other 
parents) actually underscores the central role of kin-connected “alloma-
ternal” supports (i.e., maternal grandmothering) as the most typical form 
of co-parenting in the human species.39 In short, the continuity and qual-
ity of maternal-infant attachment still emerges as a critical factor in her 
anthropological and primatological research.40 While it is important to 
recognize the supportive, or even replacement, role of secondary or sub-
sidiary attachment figures in parenting, acknowledging the significance of 
these contributions cannot obscure the critical significance of biological 
mothering and kin-connected allomothering.41

Should legal significance be attributed to the mother-child bond? It 
would make sense for the integrative position to contend that, in prin-
ciple, there should be some acknowledgment of the fundamental signifi-
cance of these bonds. The specific legal and policy recommendations re-
garding the complex set of issues relating to maternity and maternal-child 
attachment are open to debate. However, it is significant that the mother-
hood/childhood nexus did receive formal recognition in the significant in-
ternational human rights document of the modern era, the Universal Dec-
laration of Human Rights (1948). Shortly before Bowlby’s first formulation 
of attachment theory, the drafting committee for the United Nations dec-
laration advanced the following provision: “Motherhood and childhood 
are entitled to special care and assistance” (Art. 25(2)). The International 
Covenant on Economic, Social, and Cultural Rights (1966) developed this 
principle by mandating that “special protection should be accorded to 
mothers during a reasonable period before and after childbirth. During 
such period working mothers should be accorded paid leave or leave with 
adequate social security benefits” (Art. 10(2)). These developments seem 
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to be sound initiatives from the perspective of an integrative account sen-
sitive to the concerns raised in attachment research.

Kinship Bonds and Pair-Bonds
Accenting the importance of mother-child attachments underscores the 
centrality of at least one kin-connected bond in the matrix of relationships 
important to an integrative approach. However, despite the early empha-
sis on the importance of kin connectedness in the work of Bowlby and 
Ainsworth, current attachment theory is shifting toward a stance of intel-
lectual agnosticism on this question. Thus, in a prominent handbook on 
attachment, a survey of attachment theory contains only two references 
to kinship: a brief mention of possible differences between kin and non-
kin foster care, and an equally brief discussion of research on evidence for 
kin-selective altruism among homosexuals.42 This development marks a 
decisive shift away from Bowlby’s attention to the significance of kinship 
and kin connection in evolutionary theory.43 This shift has cut attachment 
theory off from the ongoing discussions of kin connection in evolutionary 
theory.44

Recognizing the significance of genetically related kinship bonds is 
clearly a vital element of the case for integrative conceptions of parent-
hood that tend to situate parenting within the wider web of kin relation-
ships constituted by consanguineal bonds — both lineal (grandparents-
parents-child-siblings) and collateral (cousins-uncles-aunts) — and the 
bilateral affinal bonds generated by stable pair-bonds (marriage). This 
interlocking nexus of kinship bonds constitutes a core feature of integra-
tive conceptions that weave infant attachments (the parent-child bond) 
and adult attachments (adult pair-bonds) together into a dynamic kin-
connected web of attachment bonds. Insofar as “the family” provides an 
integrative social nexus for both parent-child attachments and adult pair-
bonds, Bowlby claims that it constitutes “the seat and centre” of our emo-
tional life.45

However, as Eugene Burnstein points out, the current social science 
“orthodoxy” seems to be leaning in another direction, namely, pressing 
for an end to kinship discourse. Diverse sociological and anthropological 
theories argue that “there is nothing inherent to genetic relatedness that 
precludes unrelated individuals from developing equally close and de-
manding ties.”46 David Schneider’s influential manifesto, A Critique of the 
Study of Kinship, is widely cited as heralding the end of kinship studies in 
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modern anthropology.47 Schneider’s work did not sound the death knell 
for kinship studies, but it did signal a move from biologically based theo-
ries of kinship toward conceptions of kinship as pure cultural construct.

Schneider argues that classical anthropological theories of kinship 
are based upon a number of flawed axioms: first, that kinship bonds are 
“natural ties” that are more “compelling and stronger than, and take prior-
ity over, other kinds of bonds”;48 second, that, at some level, these bonds 
are innate, “indissoluble,” and biologically determined relations;49 third, 
that kinship is the fundamental social bond, a foundational and “ordering 
principle” of society;50 fourth, that kinship sets in motion an expanding 
genealogical matrix of human relationships based on sexual pair-bonding 
and reproduction;51 fifth, that the stable reproductive pair-bonds (mar-
riage) are “the central feature of kinship” and the basis of all parenthood;52 
and sixth, all the preceding axioms are based upon the assumption “that 
all human cultures have a theory of human reproduction or similar be-
liefs about biological relatedness, or that all human societies share certain 
conditions, which create bonds between genetrix and child and between 
a breeding couple.”53 Schneider rejects the argument that there are univer-
sals of kinship operative in all human societies and concludes that “there 
is no such thing as kinship” in this classic anthropological sense: “Robbed 
of its grounding in biology, kinship is nothing,” that is, nothing more than 
an ideological construct of Western culture.54

Post-Schneideran anthropologists have attempted to restore a dis-
course on kinship along more thoroughly constructionist lines. Janet 
Carsten speaks of kinship as “relatedness.” In her view, “people become kin 
through living and eating together,” not by mere reproduction.55 Kinship is 
a cultural performance rather than a status derived from a singular event 
of biological reproduction. “Conceived in its broadest sense, relatedness 
(or kinship) is simply about the ways in which people create similarity or 
difference between themselves and others.”56

This deconstruction of kinship is not without critics. Anthropologist 
Ladislav Holy argues that strong social constructionist approaches fail 
to distinguish kinship as a category of human relationships distinct from 
other types of close interdependent relationships.57 Robert McKinley criti-
cizes Schneider for his refusal to acknowledge the universal appeal of the 
grammar of kinship in all human cultures. McKinley turns Schneider’s ar-
gument on its head by arguing that this new anthropological fascination 
with “designer kinship” reflects the cultural bias of postmodern Western 
discourse.58
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However, the most telling critiques of strong deconstructivist ap-
proaches to kinship come from evolutionary theory and biological anthro-
pology. Hamilton’s influential theory of “inclusive fitness” represented a 
major development in modern evolution theory. Hamilton argues that all 
human and nonhuman social interactions display a critical evolutionary 
dynamic, namely, that levels of altruistic concern and investment increase 
with the degree of genetic relatedness.59 Inclusive fitness is a dimension of 
behavior that works for the reproductive success of both individuals and 
their close relatives. Kin altruism represents personal investment for the 
sake of genetically related others: both direct descendants (lineal kin) or 
indirect descendants (collateral kin). The most significant site for displays 
of kin altruism is the domain of parental care and investment.60 Almost all 
human societies structure family systems so that parental investment is 
directed toward close kin-related offspring.61

Marshall Sahlins attacks Hamilton’s rule and ridicules the idea that be-
havior would be guided by the mental calculations of cost-benefit inclu-
sive fitness central to Hamilton’s theory.62 However, Hamilton’s approach 
takes issue with the assumption that human kinship behavior is a func-
tion of learned cultural belief systems. His theory of kin connection, dis-
crimination, bias, and investment is grounded not on psychological or 
cultural dynamics but in the logic of evolutionary adaptation.63 Richard 
Dawkins dismisses constructionist critiques of kin altruism and dubs 
them “Sahlins’ Fallacy.”64 The fallacy resides in the presumption that all 
human behavior must be the result of implicit or explicit deliberations “in-
formed by culture.”65

Hamilton’s theory, Burnstein argues, is now “well supported by eth-
nographic and experimental research, both of which consistently dem-
onstrate that individuals are more likely to sacrifice for close kin than for 
distant kin and least likely to do so for unrelated individuals.”66 A growing 
body of research now concludes that kin relationships are “more precise, 
enduring, and inescapable . . . more intimate and taxing” than other types of 
human bonds.67 The exact mechanisms of kin recognition are not fully un-
derstood, though there seems to be some consensus about the critical role 
of cues involving “familiarity” and “phenotype” recognition. However, there 
is growing consensus about the importance of the innate human orienta-
tion toward kin recognition and its critical role in shaping human behavior.

Neither classical nor contemporary theories of kinship seem up to 
the task of providing theoretical tools to adequately integrate the evi-
dence and problematics emerging from new research in primatology, 
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evolutionary theory, and biological anthropology. Doug Jones and Ber-
nard Chapais have opened up new lines of theoretical exploration that are 
attracting scholarly attention. Jones suggests that many species, includ-
ing humans, appear to operate with a precultural universal grammar of 
kinship. He argues that both human and nonhuman cognitive functions 
seem primed to recognize patterns of kin relatedness, to categorize rela-
tionships by their degree of genetic relatedness (close and distant kin, as 
well as non-kin), and to calculate and make higher and more sustained 
investments in close genetic relationships.68 Humans are distinguished 
from other species in their capacity to construct more complex and vari-
able systems of kin classification and kin-based social forms.69 However, 
these levels of complexity and diversity, Jones argues, should not divert 
us, as Sahlins and Schneider insist that they should, from acknowledging 
the universal patterns of kin recognition, connectivity, and investment at 
play in these diverse constructions. Jones concludes that cultural anthro-
pological polemics against evolutionary concepts of kinship cannot be 
sustained.70

Chapais’s Primeval Kinship has been hailed as the first major revision of 
kinship theory since Claude Lévi-Strauss’s seminal study, The Elementary 
Structures of Kinship.71 Chapais positions his work in relationship to two 
major trajectories in kinship theory — structuralism and cultural relativ-
ism. In contrast to Schneider’s stance of cultural relativism, Lévi-Strauss’s 
structuralist account argued that there are a limited number of cross-cul-
tural universals in kinship.72 However, like Schneider, Lévi-Strauss main-
tains that kinship is grounded in structures of human cognition and culture 
rather than in biology. His basic thesis is that human culture breaks out 
from its animal matrix through the construction of the “incest taboo” — the 
foundation of all human kinship systems. Unlike animals, humans con-
struct norms that prohibit sexual bonding between close consanguineal 
kin. This primordial cultural taboo, Lévi-Strauss argues, marks out the 
most elementary form of human social ordering — exogamous mating.

Chapais argues that evidence from the expanding body of new research 
in primatology disproves Lévi-Strauss’s thesis that all animals, as well as 
all primitive hominids (prior to the emergence of incest taboos), engage in 
undiscriminating forms of sexual bonding.73 All primates manifest incest 
avoidance. Evidence for the pervasiveness of incest avoidance was first 
put forward by Japanese primatologist Kinji Imanishi in the early 1960s, 
but his research was widely ignored.74 However, numerous other studies 
have confirmed his findings. All nonhuman primates avoid incestuous 
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relations between close kin (mothers-sons, brothers-sisters, grandmoth-
ers-grandsons). Both humans and nonhuman primates normally display 
sexual indifference toward close kin. There is an evolutionary logic to this 
pattern, since inbreeding is closely correlated with reduced reproductive 
success. The rare human and nonhuman exceptions to this rule typically 
are males or females who have experienced severe attachment depriva-
tion or traumatic abuse in infancy.

Incest avoidance is closely associated with a second fundamental fea-
ture of both human and nonhuman primate kinship patterns: all primates 
display exogamous breeding patterns. Either males or females will dis-
perse away from their natal group in order to mate.75 Again, Lévi-Strauss 
erred in assuming that exogamy is distinctively human. Primatology has 
established that “in all sexually reproducing species the members of at 
least one sex disperse and breed outside their natal group.”76 Most species 
display a singular or monochromatic pattern of consistently male or fe-
male outbreeding. In this as in other areas of kinship, human cultures are 
characterized by more complex integrations of the varied patterns found 
in other primates.

A third feature of human cultures is stable pair-bonding. Chapais notes 
that “many sociocultural anthropologists take it for granted that marriage 
is a cultural construct with no biological underpinnings whatsoever.”77 
However, there are numerous examples of patterns of durable opposite-
sex pair-bonding, typically polygynous, among nonhuman primates. For 
most biological anthropologists and behavioral ecologists, stable pair-
bonding is classified as “biological adaptation” similar to bipedalism or 
kin favoritism.78 In this sense, Chapais argues, “stable breeding bonds in 
hominids have a biological basis, just as they have in other species, and 
they constituted the evolutionary precursors of marital unions.”79

The constructionist perception of considerable conjugal variety across 
cultures is accurate when compared with the more uniform patterns in 
other primates.80 However, the existence of cross-cultural variability and 
elaborate symbolic coding of marital bonds does not warrant the conclu-
sion that these bonds are “intrinsically cultural.” Chapais argues that the 
evidence points to definable “natural constraints” and, at a basic level, a 
definable “invariant core” or “stem pattern” to the family.81 This stem pat-
tern of durable male-female pair-bonding can include concurrent patterns 
of multiple pair-bonds evident in polygamy. However, no human society 
follows the free-flowing promiscuous patterns of mating characteristic of 
primate species like the bonobos or macaques.82
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Fourth, enduring breeding bonds are linked to paternal recognition 
and interaction. In many nonhuman primate groups, kin recognition be-
tween mothers and offspring is well established, but paternity recognition 
is not.83 This has tempted many anthropologists to conclude that father-
hood is a cultural construct. For example, Meyer Fortes asserts that “in-
stitutionalized fatherhood, unlike motherhood, comes into being not by 
virtue of a biological . . . event, but by ultimately juridical, societal, provi-
sion, that is, by rule.” “Fatherhood,” he concludes, “is a creation of society.”84 
Paternal kin recognition is a distinctive feature of human biparental fami-
lies. Chapais suggests that father-child recognition is probably a function 
of “the father’s long-term association with the mother” rather than a func-
tion of extensive paternal child caring.85 However, this long-term associa-
tion generates various forms of paternal parental investment.

According to Chapais, paternal connection and recognition are 
major features of human kinship systems independent of any cultural 
recognition of biological contributions by the genetic father. For ex-
ample, although Trobriand Islanders do not have a “concept” of biologi-
cal connection between fathers and children, paternal kin connections 
and recognition are still operative. “The important point,” he argues, “is 
whether biological paternity in humans commonly translates into social 
situations that allow fathers and offspring to form preferential bonds.” Fa-
therhood, as Fortes argues, may have diverse cultural, institutional, and 
symbolic meanings, but “institutionalized fatherhood is itself derived 
from biological fatherhood.”86

Fifth, human societies are uniquely distinguished by their “bilateral” 
forms of kinship. According to Rodseth, “Humans are the only primates 
that maintain lifelong relationships with dispersing offspring,” with both 
sexes remaining “embedded in networks of consanguineal kin.”87 Nonhu-
man outbreeding leads to a severance of kin relationships from their natal 
group.88 This pattern holds for all outbreeding individuals, male or female, 
“in all known primate societies” — except for humans.89 While kinship sys-
tems in primate species are always unilateral, in humans they are bilater-
ally structured through both maternal and paternal filiation. “Bifilial kin 
recognition,” Chapais argues, “is the primary factor accounting for the un-
paralleled richness and complexity of human kinship networks.90

Sixth, human kinship systems operate in “stable bisexual groups” com-
posed of multimale and multifemale members.91 There are other examples 
of multimale/multifemale groups among primates, but these typically are 
associated with promiscuous breeding patterns. Human communities 
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display a unique form of “multifamily community” featuring multimale/
multifemale composition coexisting with stable breeding bonds.92

Chapais’s investigation of the thick array of kinship universals that con-
stitute the “deep structure” of human societies includes other important 
features such as postmarital residential patterns, descent systems, agnatic 
and uterine kinship relations, sibling relations, and the distinctive place 
of the “brother-sister complex.” He argues that this integrative complex 
of biologically grounded features actually facilitates more multifaceted 
forms of social organization, rather than constraining cultures within nar-
rower frames:

The genealogical unity of humankind includes, minimally, the fol-
lowing aspects: stable breeding bonds, motherhood, fatherhood, 
siblingship, intrafamilial incest avoidance, recognition of one’s close 
matrilateral and patrilateral kin, recognition of one’s in-laws and a 
propensity to treat them as allies, and certain kinship biases in mate 
selection. Taken together, these features define the core kinship sys-
tem of humankind — itself an integral part of human society’s deep 
structure — from which all known kinship systems have diversified. 
Depending on the circumstances, the system’s basic elements may 
generate more complex phenomena.93

All human societies integrate this array of primate practices into their 
kinship systems. This nexus of kinship universals does not simplify paren-
tal bonding but allows for more complex social possibilities. These com-
plex integrations represent a break from the simpler parsed-out “atoms” 
of kinship characteristic of the more unidimensional kinship systems in 
nonhuman species.

Human kinship institutions create a complex set of centrifugal and 
centripetal social forces in human social organization that expand out 
lines of kin connection through bilateral affinal and consanguineal ties. 
However, the culture-shaping power of kinship does not mean that kin-
ship should be viewed as “a cultural construct.” According to Chapais, kin-
ship is “composed of three basic bonds that have deep evolutionary roots: 
a kinship bond, a sexual bond, and a parental bond. This basic kinship 
structure is an integral part of human nature.” The constituent features of 
kinship — kin-group outbreeding, incest avoidance, kin recognition, kin fa-
voritism, opposite-sex pair-bonding, and bilateral kin connections — have 
“a biological foundation.”94 And it is within this complex nexus of kin 
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relationships and primal attachments that the integrative approach be-
gins to articulate its case.

Implications for the Parenthood Debate: Bonds and Rights?
In their exploration of recent developments in evolutionary theory, genet-
ics, and anthropology, Linda Stone and Paul Lurquin draw the following 
observation: 

Every human culture in the world recognizes a set of special re-
lationships — relationships that concern our most fundamental 
sense of identity, often involving our most basic rights and obliga-
tions — that we call kinship. Kinship is not only a human universal; it 
is also in all likelihood among the oldest of human cultural adapta-
tions, probably preceding language.95

Stone and Lurquin’s discussion of kinship studiously avoids any engage-
ment with public debates on issues related to the family or parenthood. 
However, their suggestion that there is some linkage between the univer-
sal features of kinship in human culture and the language of rights does 
raise the difficult question of the relevance of these discussions to public 
policy.

The significance of the nexus of kin-connected attachments seems to 
be at the heart of tensions between diversity and integrative approaches 
to parenthood. Does research on attachment, pair-bonding, parental in-
vestment, and kinship raise concerns relevant to our most basic political 
commitments? One site for addressing these issues is the evolving debate 
over the unique web of rights associated with childhood. Martha Nuss-
baum and Bryan Turner have argued for a major theoretical expansion 
of political liberalism and the human rights tradition in order to address 
more effectively questions of human vulnerability.96 Nussbaum points out 
that most liberal theory is anchored in a conception of human persons as 
rational, equal, self-determining agents.97 However, this account overlooks 
the fact that vulnerability and neediness are fundamental and universal 
dimensions of human existence. Vulnerability is universally displayed in 
various stages of human life (childhood and old age) and in the various 
forms of disability — both temporary (illness/injury) and permanent (psy-
chological, cognitive, or physical disabilities) — that afflict all stages of life.

According to Turner, children should be central to any discussion of 
rights and vulnerability. They are “the most vulnerable members of society 
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. . . dependent on adults, especially parents and other kin, through much 
of their early development.”98 Furthermore, women seem to be uniquely 
linked to this vulnerability through pregnancy, birth giving, and the signifi-
cant levels of maternal investment involved in lactation and early infant 
attachment.99 While Nussbaum and Turner cite the central significance 
of childhood for any discourse on vulnerability, neither attempts any sub-
stantive discussion of the complex issues surrounding vulnerability, rights 
and childhood. Nussbaum notes that there are two faces to rights and 
vulnerability, namely, the rights of “the cared-for” and the rights of those 
who care for them (“most often women”).100 But she focuses her attention 
on women’s equality issues in the domain of vulnerability and caretak-
ing.101 Her philosophical exploration of attachment theory does allude to 
the need to create “political facilitating environments” responsive to the 
neediness and vulnerability of children. The attachment needs of children 
could be viewed as one example of rights to “basic welfare” in any rightly 
ordered liberal society.102

Turner argues that any concept of reproductive rights necessarily en-
tails a discussion of the attachment rights of offspring: “If we grant full and 
effective reproductive rights to women (or, more generally, to parents), do 
children have comparable rights?”103 If there are reproductive rights, are 
there rights of children to a secure future, intimacy and care?104 He notes 
that current approaches to reproductive rights frequently conflict with 
children’s rights. For example, technological developments are now creat-
ing new expansions of adult reproductive rights, including the reproduc-
tive rights of the elderly.105 The extended menopausal phase of female de-
velopment appears to be a unique and species-distinctive trait related to 
the lengthy period of child development and the ongoing availability of 
significant maternal and allomaternal (grandmothering) care in a child’s 
life.106 Trumping menopause with technology and legitimating the prac-
tice of geriatric motherhood may be increasing children’s risks to “a future 
as orphans.”107

The United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (1989) raises 
some substantive concerns relating to rights, parenthood, and the vulner-
ability of children. It ensures “the right from birth to a name, .  .  . and, as 
far as possible, the right to know and be cared for by his or her parents,” 
the right to remain in an intact family, and, if separation occurs, the right 
“to maintain personal relations and direct contact with both parents on 
a regular basis.” The Convention also argues for the right of children to 
receive parental care attentive to their developmental needs and to be 
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protected “from all forms of physical or mental violence, injury or abuse, 
neglect or negligent treatment, maltreatment or exploitation, including 
sexual abuse.”108 These provisions for the integrity and stability of the fam-
ily and the rights of the child to parental caregiving do accent a number of 
rights consistent with an integrative vision of parenthood.

Childhood, in all its developmental complexities through gestation, 
infancy, and beyond, stands as the most vulnerable stage of human ex-
istence. Kinship systems and families have evolved as the primary social 
sites to meet the complex development challenges of childhood. Can the 
evolving body of research on attachment bonds, pair-bonding, and kin-
ship systems be reformulated in the language of rights and vulnerability? 
Do children have a thick set of rights related to kinship patterns that have 
evolved in human societies? Do children have a right to a maternal bond? 
Do children have a right to know or be connected to their genetically re-
lated parents? Do children have a right to stable caregiving attachment 
bonds? Do children have a right to “stable” parental pair-bonds? Do chil-
dren have a right to significant maternal and paternal investment? Do 
children have a right to connection with their close bilateral (maternal/
paternal) kinship lines? Do children have a right, if required, to supportive 
kin-connected alloparenting? And, given Chapais’s emphasis on the criti-
cal significance of close lineal kin in all human kinship systems, do chil-
dren even have a soft right to siblings? Growing recognition of the signifi-
cance of an integrative nexus of primary attachment and kinship bonds 
could be politically salient insofar as it feeds into an important and evolv-
ing discussion of the web of children’s birth and attachment rights — a 
conversation that has already made some headway in the international 
rights tradition.

It would be misleading to suggest that current research in attachment, 
kinship, and evolutionary theory offers knockdown arguments for inte-
grative accounts of parenting. However, important lines of theoretical in-
quiry and research are advancing lines of argument critical to integrative 
accounts of parenthood. Scholars, professional committees, or associa-
tions quick to pronounce that the verdict is in on questions concerning 
parenthood and child well-being would be wise to adopt a stance of intel-
lectual caution in the face of the seriousness of the issues, the breadth and 
complexity of current research, and the range of core questions that still 
need to be explored by rigorous interdisciplinary research.

Given these constraints and the critical importance of parenthood to 
child development, a plug for the precautionary principle may be sound 



35

Toward an Integrative Account of Parenthood

advice.109 Human kinship systems have been evolving for millions of years. 
Today, vast new developments in science and technology have contrib-
uted to important advances in addressing issues relating to children’s 
physical well-being, but we seem to be on shakier ground when it comes 
to issues relating to the social and psychological well-being of children. 
Sarah Hrdy’s work does, in significant ways, support arguments for di-
versity in parenting and child care. However, she also sounds a caution-
ary, indeed ominous, note as she ends her exploration of maternal and 
alloparental caregiving. Hrdy is apprehensive that we may be shifting to 
patterns of child care increasingly devoid of “the art of nurture” critical 
to the formation of socially cooperative human beings. In the evolution 
of human society, children who lacked secure attachment bonds and kin 
connectedness rarely survived long enough for the “emotional sequelae of 
neglect to matter.” “Today,” Hrdy warns, “this is no longer true, and the in-
tended consequences are unfolding in ways that we are only beginning 
to appreciate.”110 She wonders whether new developments in technology 
and parenting may be setting in motion evolutionary trajectories that will 
progressively sideline those bonds of attachment, interdependence, and 
empathy that have been distinctive and defining features of the human 
species.111
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A Diversity Approach to Parenthood in Family Life and Family Law

Linda C. McClain

What is parenthood? How should we frame the competing models? Red 
versus blue (by analogy to red and blue states)?1 “Traditional” versus “non-
traditional”? Conservative versus liberal? Religious versus secular? Rural 
versus urban? Natural versus socially constructed? Simple answers are 
elusive. Indeed, “The definition of parentage — and with it the determina-
tion of which adults receive legal recognition in children’s lives — has be-
come the most contentious issue in family law.”2

The most visible “family values” issues continue to be abortion and 
same-sex marriage. However, the definition and future of parenthood are 
important subtexts of those debates. Opposition to legal abortion often 
rests on a view that a fetus is a child and a pregnant woman is a mother 
who should accept the responsibilities of parenthood, or give someone 
else a chance to parent the child. Proponents of legal abortion counter 
that a pregnant woman should not be compelled to nurture a fetus and 
become a mother and that women have the constitutional right to de-
cide whether to do so. Opponents of opening civil marriage to same-sex 
couples argue that supporting responsible procreation and child rearing is 
marriage’s primary purpose and same-sex households are not optimal for 
children. Supporters of same-sex marriage challenge this primary purpose 
and counter that gay men and lesbians are capable parents and children 
in their households fare just as well as children reared by heterosexual 
parents.

This book proposes two models of parenthood — an integrative model 
and a diversity model — as an organizing device to make sense of compli-
cated puzzles about family life and family law and to promote a construc-
tive conversation about parenthood. In chapter 1, Daniel Cere suggests 
that recent developments in the natural and social sciences resonate with 
an integrative model and considers what implications kinship study has 
for the rights of parents and children.3 In this chapter, I articulate a diver-
sity model, situating it in social practice and family law. By social practice, 
I refer both to contemporary patterns of family life and to understandings 
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of parenthood. I illustrate ways in which family law supports a diversity 
approach to defining legal parentage. This approach recognizes and sup-
ports pathways to parenthood in addition to heterosexual procreation 
within marriage and does not restrict parental rights and responsibilities 
to biological parents. In both social practice and law, there is considerable 
support for a diversity model. However, we also see the continuing hold of 
an integrative model and a mixture of public acceptance of and ambiva-
lence about family diversity.

Ambivalence and acceptance seem equally apt in considering how fam-
ily law grapples with defining parenthood and assigning parental rights 
and responsibilities as patterns of family life change and developments in 
technology make new methods of childbearing possible. Family law schol-
ars speak of traditional legal definitions of parenthood as being “in a time 
of transition” and “uncertainty.”4 Due to “recent revolutions in family law,” 
June Carbone explains, parental obligation to children may exist “indepen-
dent” of marriage, raising the question of how best to secure adult respon-
sibility for children.5 David Meyer observes that, by contrast to an earlier 
model, in which “parenthood was understood to be largely a natural rela-
tion founded upon biological reproduction, and legal status as a parent 
followed easily from recognition of that natural fact,” contemporary fam-
ily law wrestles with “tensions between legal, biological, and social con-
ceptions of parenthood.”6 He concludes that “there is no going back” from 
changing patterns of family life, yet there is no consensus about how to 
reconcile them with respect for traditional family ideals. Meyer predicts: 
“Until society itself comes to a clearer resolution of its own ambivalence 
about the respective roles of biology, care giving, contract, and tradition in 
defining parenthood, family law is unlikely to do much better.”7

The mixture of integrative and diversity models in social practice and 
law suggests the image of a continuum, which may help to identify points 
of convergence in contemporary debates. Rather than poles, suggesting 
values polarization, a continuum suggests pulls toward different ideas 
along a spectrum. The integrative and diversity models harbor emphases, 
variations, or configurations. Working with a continuum may further this 
book’s project of tackling the hard questions about what is best for adults, 
children, and society.

I illustrate how the integrative model features in debates over whether 
to extend civil marriage to same-sex couples and whether, when indi-
vidual states do allow such marriages, the federal government should rec-
ognize them for purposes of federal marriage benefits and obligations, or 
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refuse to do so (as the Defense of Marriage Act [DOMA] requires).8 This 
model is congruent with some traditional concerns of family law but at 
variance with certain features of contemporary family law. I then elabo-
rate the diversity model, beginning with social practice. I discuss demo-
graphic studies on the changing place of marriage, the rise of alternative 
family forms, and public attitudes about such developments. Turning 
to family law, I sketch the evolution toward a diversity model of parent-
hood, drawing on judicial opinions, state laws, and, again, the debate 
over DOMA. I identify diversity within the diversity model with respect to 
whether to link the parent-child bond to adult-adult intimate bonds and 
whether to expand marriage or disestablish it. I explore possible points of 
convergence by integrative and diversity proponents on troubling trends 
of family and marital inequality. I conclude by suggesting the value of envi-
sioning a continuum of approaches to parenthood.

An Overview of the Two Paradigms
The Integrative Model
One answer to the question, Who is a parent?, emphasizes parenthood as 
an incident of marital procreation. Some argue that this has been, histori-
cally, the core normative understanding of parenthood. In contemporary 
debates over redefining marriage, appeals to traditional understandings 
stress the link between marriage and parenthood and the importance of 
the “channelling function” of family law: historically, family law supported 
the social institutions of marriage and parenthood and steered men and 
women to participate in them.9 Under this view, the social institution of 
marriage combines, in one package, heterosexual sex between one man 
and one woman, reproduction resulting from such sex, and parenthood. 
Thus, Cere, in a report for the Council on Family Law, describes this as 
a “conjugal model” of marriage, stressing that what makes marriage 
“unique” is “the attempt to bridge sex difference and the struggle with the 
generative power of opposite-sex unions” — namely, that “heterosexual 
sex acts can and often do produce children.” He contrasts an alternative 
model of marriage as a “close relationship,” under which “marriage and 
children are not really connected” and marriage is not uniquely tied to the 
“sexual ecology” of human life.10

If there is a “pure” form of this conjugal model, perhaps it is certain or-
thodox religious views of the goods and purposes of marriage. According 
to the “Manhattan Declaration” (signed by more than a hundred “Ortho-
dox, Catholic, and evangelical Christian leaders”), the “one-flesh union” of 
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one man and one woman as husband and wife is “the crowning achieve-
ment of God’s creation,” and marriage is “the first institution of human 
society.” The declaration affirms marriage’s procreative purpose and its 
“sexual complementarity”: marriage’s “objective reality” is a “covenantal 
union,” which is “sealed, completed, and actualized by loving sexual inter-
course in which the spouses become one flesh .  .  . by fulfilling together 
the behavioral conditions of procreation.”11 Thus, demands by same-sex 
couples for marriage as a matter of “equality of civil rights” are mistaken: 
homosexual relationships cannot be marriages because they are not one-
flesh unions fulfilling these conditions. This implicates parenthood: “rear-
ing of children” who are the “fruit” of their parents’ union is one of the 
“profound reasons” for marriage.12

Proponents of the integrative model sometimes appeal to the congru-
ence of a conjugal view of marriage, the purposes of family law, and the 
role of religious institutions in reinforcing civil marriage.13 This is one rea-
son they oppose same-sex marriage. However, there is a notable lack of 
congruence between some forms of the integrative model and contempo-
rary constitutional and family law. After all, Griswold v. Connecticut, which 
spoke loftily of marriage as a “noble” association, “intimate to the degree of 
being sacred,” upheld the right of a married couple to use contraception.14 
In addition, the legal right to abortion allows women (married or unmar-
ried) to terminate their pregnancies. State high courts that have accepted 
constitutional challenges by same-sex couples to civil marriage laws have 
rejected the argument that procreation is the primary purpose of mar-
riage. Moreover, they have concluded that allowing same-sex couples to 
marry furthers the state’s interest in providing an optimal setting for child 
rearing.15 Similar conclusions about child well-being — and the salutary 
role of marriage in promoting family stability — feature in legislative argu-
ments as states like New York pass laws allowing same-sex marriage.16

To be sure, the large majority of states have defense of marriage acts 
that define marriage as the union of one man and one woman — a defi-
nition congruent with the integrative model. Some state DOMAs declare 
a “compelling” state interest to “nurture and promote” traditional mar-
riage for its “unique contribution to the rearing of healthy children.”17 
Indeed, when Congress enacted the federal DOMA, it embraced the in-
tegrative model’s articulation of the unique, “conjugal” role of marriage 
in managing heterosexual procreation: “Were it not for the possibil-
ity of begetting children inherent in heterosexual unions, society would 
have no particular interest in encouraging citizens to come together in 
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a committed relationship.”18 However, a significant minority of states (in-
cluding some with DOMAs) — invoking a governmental interest in family 
stability — allow same-sex partners to enter into an alternative legal sta-
tus (civil union or domestic partnership), entitling them to all the parental 
rights and responsibilities linked to marital status.

These developments suggest a significant tension in a growing minor-
ity of states between the integrative model and the law of parenthood. 
This tension is evident in the views of some prominent proponents of the 
integrative model: for example, David Blankenhorn, president of the In-
stitute for American Values, initially proposed civil unions for same-sex 
couples as a principled compromise to the marriage controversy — ex-
tending to same-sex partners whatever parental rights and responsibili-
ties spouses enjoy due to marital status.19 Three years later, in June 2012, 
in the face of a clear “emerging consensus” in America in favor of same-
sex marriage, Blankenhorn had come to find that compromise unwork-
able and announced: “the time has come for me to accept gay marriage 
and emphasize the good that it can do.” Although he stated that he still 
firmly embraced the integrative model’s view that marriage is a unique 
institution “whose core purpose is to unite the biological, social and legal 
components of parenthood into one lasting bond,” he identified a num-
ber of goods at stake in legally recognizing gay and lesbian couples and 
their children, including dignity, equal citizenship, “basic fairness,” and 
comity.20 Proponents of the integrative model, he concluded, had not per-
suaded the public of their view about marriage’s relationship to parent-
hood, nor did he find any signs that fighting gay marriage was helping to 
bring about a “positive recommitment to marriage as an institution.”  In-
stead, he found it “profoundly disturbing” that “much of the opposition to 
gay marriage seems to stem, at least in part, from an underlying anti-gay 
animus.” Thus, Blankenhorn’s new position might be seen as a willingness 
to bring same-sex couples who support marriage within an integrative big 
tent: he seeks common ground between straight people and gay men and 
lesbians on strengthening marriage as an institution, shoring up as “vital” 
a cultural norm of “marrying before having children,” and reflecting on 
whether children born through the use of ART have certain rights to know 
their biological parents.21 By contrast, Maggie Gallagher, a prominent ally 
of Blankenhorn’s in the marriage and integrative parenthood movements, 
swiftly countered that giving up “the truth” about the good of  marriage 
(that is, its unique integrative role in uniting one male and one female) is 
“too high a price to pay” for comity and living with each other.22
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Even in some states that do not afford same-sex partners a formal legal 
status for their adult-adult relationship, adoption laws allow them to es-
tablish formal legal relationships with a child (whether the biological child 
of one partner or a nonbiological child adopted by both).

Adoption would seem to challenge the integrative model, since it de-
parts from the unity of biological and social parenthood. However, pro-
ponents of the model answer that adoption is simply a humane and nec-
essary way to establish a parental relationship when biological parents 
cannot or will not care for children. In this volume, Elizabeth Marquardt 
calls adoption “an inspiration” and evidence that “biology is not every-
thing” when it comes to fostering child well-being.23 By contrast, the in-
tegrative model’s proponents find troubling the use of assisted reproduc-
tive technology (ART) to produce children. Catholic teaching objects that 
ART commodifies the human person by implying a “right” to have a child 
and separates the unitive and procreative aspects of “the conjugal act.”24 
Other critics object that creating a child by using donated egg or sperm 
deliberately severs biological from social parenthood. For example, the 
Commission on Parenthood’s Future, in a report published by the Insti-
tute for American Values, insists that every child has a moral right to his 
or her two biological parents, and (echoing a recent French parliamen-
tary report) that adults do not have a right “to” a child, if that means that 
they produce that child in a way that deviates from a marital/procreative 
model.25

Recognizing adoption as a pathway to parenthood raises the question, 
Who should be permitted to adopt? For the integrative model, the ideal 
adoptive family is a married, heterosexual couple, replicating the dyad 
found in a biological mother-father home. Nonetheless, in opposing the 
creation of parenthood rights by courts through doctrines of “functional” 
or “psychological” parenthood, some proponents support formal adoption 
(through second-parent adoption) for gay and lesbian couples as “prefer-
able for children” to after-the-fact judicial bestowal of such status.26 How-
ever, this support seems in tension with the integrative model’s opposition 
to same-sex marriage.

Some proponents of the integrative model argue that it is better for so-
ciety because it channels sexuality and procreation into marriage, help-
ing men become responsible, productive members of society and securing 
for mothers the paternal investment needed to help children and fami-
lies thrive.27 Marriage rectifies a natural asymmetry between the sexes in 
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parental investment. A vivid example of this argument appears in Justice 
Cordy’s dissent in Goodridge v. Department of Public Health: 

Whereas the relationship between the mother and child is demon-
strably and predictably created and recognizable through the bio-
logical process of pregnancy and childbirth, there is no correspond-
ing process for creating a relationship between father and child. . . . 
The institution of marriage fills this void by formally binding the 
husband-father to his wife and child, imposing on him the responsi-
bilities of fatherhood. 

An alternative society, without the institution of marriage, “in which het-
erosexual intercourse, procreation, and child care are largely disconnected 
processes, would be chaotic.”28 New York’s highest court, in Hernandez v. 
Robles, drew on Cordy’s dissent in concluding that the legislature had a 
rational basis for limiting marriage to opposite-sex couples. Emphasizing 
that heterosexual sexual relationships can lead to accidental pregnancy, 
while homosexual ones cannot, it contends that marriage provides an “in-
ducement” to opposite-sex couples, whose sexual relationships resulting 
in children are “all too often casual or temporary,” to “make a solemn, long-
term commitment to each other.”29 Notably, Congress’s defense of DOMA 
against constitutional challenge invokes Hernandez’s rationale.30

Proponents of the integrative model also stress that it takes seriously 
sex difference and gender complementarity.31 Biological difference pro-
vides a child with two differently sexed parents who provide models for 
being male and female and who parent in different ways. (Hernandez 
stated: “Intuition and experience suggest that a child benefits from having 
before his or her eyes, every day, living models of what a man and woman 
are like.”)32 Thus, proponents are concerned with families headed by a sin-
gle parent and by gay or lesbian parents. To the extent family law permits 
and facilitates these forms of parenthood and does not consider gender 
differences salient for assigning parental rights and responsibilities (as 
Susan Frelich Appleton elaborates),33 it is in tension with the integrative 
model.

The Diversity Model
A diversity approach to parenthood begins with recognition of the fact 
of diversity in patterns of family life in contemporary society.34 There are 
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diverse pathways to becoming a parent and diverse family forms in which 
people parent. As one survey concludes, “The portrait of the American 
family circa 2010 starts where it always has — with mom, pop and the kids,” 
but “the family album now includes other ensembles.” Thus, along with 
the nuclear family — the marital, two biological parent family, but also a 
marital family with adopted children — are families formed by a single par-
ent (whether due to divorce or the absence of marriage), families formed 
by two unmarried biological parents, by lesbian and gay parents, and by 
foster parents, blended families formed when divorced parents remarry or 
cohabit with new partners, and extended families (where a grandparent 
or other relative serves as caretaker, with or without the biological parents 
present in the household). A growing family form is the transnational fam-
ily, with caretaking arrangements that, “while still kin-based, complicate 
the paradigm of mother/father/children integrative family life.”35

Some diverse family forms are relatively new, such as a same-sex couple 
and their children living openly as a family. Others have historical ante-
cedents: the extended family, the family formed by common-law marriage, 
and the single-parent family. The point is that majorities of Americans 
include, in their definition of “family,” family forms that clearly do not fit 
the integrative model, although they have varying assessments of whether 
this diversity is good, is bad, or makes no difference.36 In addition, while 
the integrative model views marriage’s unique (indeed, universal) role as 
ensuring two biological parents for children, significantly fewer people 
view “having children” as a “very important reason to get married” com-
pared with “love,” “making a lifelong commitment,” and “companionship.”37 
Public opinion seems to hew less closely to the integrative view than to 
the Goodridge court’s conclusion that “exclusive and permanent commit-
ment,” not procreation, is the most important element of marriage.38

The diversity model entails a belief about the value of diversity. Gener-
ally, its proponents regard some degree of diversity in family forms and 
parenthood not as evidence of deviance or decline but as the inevitable 
by-product of persons exercising their greater freedom to live out their vi-
sion of a good life, facilitated by changes in constitutional, criminal, and 
family law, and in women’s economic status in society.39 Elsewhere, I have 
drawn upon the political liberalism of John Rawls to develop a liberal fem-
inist account of the family.40 Translating liberal toleration to the realm of 
family law, the basic idea is that, given the fact of reasonable pluralism, 
achieving uniformity of family form could be done only with a degree of 
coercion that is unacceptable in a modern constitutional democracy. 
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Instead, as people exercise their moral capacity to decide the best way to 
live, they will adopt different family forms.

Political liberalism does not dictate that the family must take a particu-
lar form (e.g., the marital, heterosexual family), so long as the family can 
carry out its functions (e.g., the task of social reproduction) in a manner 
consonant with relevant public values.41 A commitment to family diversity 
emphasizing function over form and the important personal and public 
goods furthered by families is consonant with feminist and liberal princi-
ples. From this commitment comes a conviction that government should 
recognize and support different forms of family.

To be sure, recognition of the fact of greater family diversity does not 
translate into accepting or valuing all such diversity. One way to interpret 
the evidently greater acceptance of gay and lesbian couples than single 
mothers is that the public is more accepting of diverse family forms that 
include two parents, even if not married or not opposite-sex, than of sin-
gle-parent families. What are the concerns about single mothers? That (1) 
a child needs both a mother and a father; (2) a child needs two parents 
(such that two moms would not be as worrisome); or (3) a single mother 
is likely to be poor and to require public assistance? If single motherhood 
signifies poverty, would public opinion be more favorable toward “single 
mothers by choice” who are well educated, are financially self-supporting, 
and often form communities of support with other single mothers?42 Or, 
instead, might some view “all practices of  single motherhood” as “devi-
ant” (to borrow Martha Albertson Fineman’s term)43 simply because of 
their singleness? 

Could the integrative model’s emphasis on gender complementarity in 
parenting explain public opinion? The Pew survey does not inquire as to 
ideal styles of parenting but does indicate growing acceptance of “the dual 
income/shared homemaker model” as the better template for marriage.44 
Moreover, far from supporting gender complementarity, responses to the 
question, What makes a good partner? “are .  .  . notable for how closely 
the public’s evaluations of the two gender roles [husband and wife] are 
aligned.”45 If we can extrapolate from attitudes about partners to attitudes 
about parents, this suggests considerable support for what Appleton de-
scribes as family law’s “equality project,” that is, the move away from fixed 
gender roles to gender neutrality with respect to spousal and parental 
roles.46

We can glean from the Pew survey both recognition of family diversity 
and mixed views on how to evaluate it. A finer-grained analysis suggests 
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an American public “sharply divided in its judgments” about changes in 
the structure of the American family: “About a third generally accepts the 
changes; a third is tolerant but skeptical; and a third considers them bad 
for society.”47

Family Law’s Evolving Embrace of the Diversity Model
Family law embraces a diversity model when it recognizes and supports 
diverse family forms. In 2000, the U.S. Supreme Court observed, in Troxel 
v. Granville, a case strongly affirming parental rights: “The demographic 
changes of the past century make it difficult to speak of an average Ameri-
can family. The composition of families varies greatly from household to 
household.”48 (Notably, the mother whose rights the Court protected was 
trying to stabilize her children’s place in a complex, blended family.)49 The 
Court spoke, decades earlier, of the “venerable” roots of the tradition of 
the multigenerational family — “of uncles, aunts, cousins, and especially 
grandparents sharing a household along with parents and children” — and 
opined: “Decisions concerning child rearing, which [earlier precedents] 
have recognized as entitled to constitutional protection, long have been 
shared with grandparents or other relatives who occupy the same house-
hold — indeed who may take on major responsibility for the rearing of 
children.”50

The fact that marriage is not the exclusive source of parental rights and 
responsibilities provides one indication that contemporary family law 
embodies a diversity approach. For example, paternity laws support so-
ciety’s interest in ensuring sources of financial support for children, and 
most states are strict in holding persons responsible for the reproductive 
consequences of sex.51 Thus, the integrative model stresses marriage as the 
social institution that deals with problems of accidental or unintended 
pregnancy, but it is not the only mechanism family law uses to compel 
financial responsibility for children.

Family law’s recognition of parental rights and responsibilities outside 
of marriage also reflects the influence of federal constitutional guarantees 
of equal protection for nonmarital children, on the rationale that they 
should not be punished for the “irresponsible sexual liaisons” of their par-
ents.52 Additionally, the Supreme Court’s “unwed father jurisprudence” ac-
cords biological fathers who show the requisite degree of responsibility a 
say in their children’s lives.53 These examples illustrate that contemporary 
family law finds ways to impose parental responsibilities and recognize 
rights apart from marriage. Integrationists might counter that the law’s 
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approach to the practical problems posed by nonmarital childbirth does 
not necessarily indicate a departure from a normative preference for for-
malizing parental status through marriage. However, there are also ways 
in which family law affirmatively supports parental status apart from 
marriage.

Adoption provides an example. If family law supported only an integra-
tive model, it would confine adoption to married, heterosexual couples. 
However, this is not what most states do, and even “outlier” states have 
moved toward a diversity model. For example, a gay man (who had been 
an exemplary foster parent) recently challenged in court Florida’s adop-
tion law, which expressly prohibited homosexual persons from adopting a 
child.54 To the state’s argument that the ban had a rational basis because 
it furthered Florida’s goal of providing children with “better role models” 
in “non-homosexual households, preferably with a husband and wife as 
parents,” the state court countered that more than a third of Florida’s 
adoptions are by single parents. Florida itself, in other words, supported a 
diversity of family forms. Moreover, the Department of Children and Fami-
lies agreed that “gay people and homosexuals make equally good parents,” 
and the appellate court reiterated the lower court’s findings that the social 
science evidence was “robust” on the point that “there are no differences 
in the parenting of homosexuals or the adjustment of their children.”55

A diversity approach is also evident in the evolution of a func-
tional — rather than formal — approach to defining family and parenthood. 
Some state courts and legislatures employ such notions as functional par-
ent, de facto parent, and psychological parent to assign parental rights 
and responsibilities to a person who is otherwise a “legal stranger” to a 
child (as Appleton and David Meyer elaborate).56 Furthering the best in-
terests of the child is a primary reason for doing so.

Family law’s deviation from the integrative model is evident in use of 
notions of “intentional parenthood” in resolving disputes arising from use 
of ART, as well as in conferring rights and obligations on persons with 
no biological connection to a child. For example, the California Supreme 
Court interpreted its child support statutes to apply to a woman who 
agreed to the conception of her lesbian partner’s children, lived with them, 
supported them, and held out to the world that they were her children. 
Family law’s protective function explains this ruling: the children get the 
support of two parents, thus reducing the state’s public welfare burden.57

Admittedly, courts sometimes stress that they are responding 
to — rather than valuing — diversity in family life. Sometimes, they invite 
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legislatures to make laws indicating how to manage this diversity and 
sort out legal parenthood.58 However, courts sometimes acknowledge the 
value of diversity: they articulate a belief that supporting diverse family 
forms is consistent with family values.59

A strong indication that contemporary family law in a significant mi-
nority of states embraces not only the fact but also the value of diver-
sity is the emphasis on “fairness to families” and on the state’s interest 
in supporting all families in the new generation of laws allowing same-
sex couples access to civil marriage (Massachusetts, Connecticut, New 
Hampshire, Iowa, Vermont, the District of Columbia, and New York), civil 
unions (New Jersey, Illinois, Hawaii, Maryland, and Delaware), or expan-
sive domestic partnership laws (as in California, Oregon, Washington, and 
Nevada).60 The spur to such change in some states was a successful consti-
tutional challenge by same-sex couples to state marriage laws.61 However, 
a number of legislatures have acted without the spur of such a judicial rul-
ing, including, most recently, New York (several years after an unsuccess-
ful constitutional challenge). In 2012, both Maryland and Washington en-
acted marriage equality laws, which, however, will only take effect if they 
survive a voter referendum. When the respective state governors signed 
these laws, they stressed the positive benefits to children of gay and les-
bian parents from the message sent that their families are worthy of dig-
nity and equal protection, rather than being “separate but equal.”62  

Some states have acted even in the face of a state DOMA. Consider 
Oregon, whose Family Fairness Act accords same-sex domestic partners 
the same benefits, obligations, and protections as spouses and married 
parents.63 The act declares: “This state has a strong interest in promoting 
stable and lasting families, including the families of same-sex couples and 
their children. All Oregon families should be provided with the opportu-
nity to obtain necessary legal protections and status and the ability to 
achieve their fullest potential.”64

The move by some legislatures, such as in Oregon, to give as much legal 
protection as possible under the existing state constitutional regime to 
families that do not fit an integrative model suggests not only the recog-
nition of the fact of family diversity but also the appreciation of its value. 
These examples suggest the coexistence of the integrative and diversity 
models, with tenacious support for preserving “traditional” marriage side 
by side with a strong impulse to protect and be fair to all families. Some 
courts, notably California’s and Connecticut’s high courts, have resolved 
this evident tension by ruling that domestic partnerships or civil unions 
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(respectively) did not afford same-sex couples the “equal dignity and re-
spect” for their family life to which they are entitled under the state’s con-
stitution.65 Further, some legislatures that chose civil unions as a compro-
mise to preserve traditional understandings of marriage while protecting 
families formed by gay men and lesbians (e.g., Vermont and New Hamp-
shire) have recognized that “separate is not equal” and opened civil mar-
riage to same-sex couples to promote family stability and fairness.66

The ongoing debate over the provision of the federal DOMA that de-
fines marriage, for purposes of federal law, as the union of one man and 
one woman affords another example of tension between the two models 
and movement toward the diversity model. The Obama administration 
announced it would no longer defend DOMA in certain constitutional 
challenges brought by same-sex couples married under state law. It ob-
served that the legislative record of DOMA was filled with expressions of 
“moral disapproval of gays and lesbians and their intimate and family re-
lationships” and reflected “precisely the kind of stereotype-based thinking 
and animus the Equal Protection Clause is designed to guard against.”67 
Expressly rejecting an integrative argument (offered in the congressional 
report) that DOMA, by limiting marriage to opposite-sex couples, “serves 
a governmental interest in ‘responsible procreation and child-rearing,” the 
attorney general stated: “Since the enactment of DOMA, many leading 
medical, psychological, and social welfare organizations have concluded, 
based on numerous studies, that children raised by gay and lesbian par-
ents are as likely to be well-adjusted as children raised by heterosexual 
parents.”68 As Congress considers bills to repeal DOMA and to support 
federal recognition of valid state marriages, lawmakers and witnesses 
stress the capability of same-sex parents as well as marriage’s role in fos-
tering family stability.69

When legislatures pass laws facilitating diverse pathways to parent-
hood, such laws arguably reflect a judgment that these new models are 
in children’s best interests and are consistent with family law’s protective 
functions. Some of these developments seem to fall along a continuum 
rather than fitting pure integrative or diversity models. For example, civil 
union laws might be consistent with an integrative model in reserving 
marriage for opposite-sex couples. Yet, civil unions afford to same-sex 
partners all the spousal benefits and obligations and parental rights and 
responsibilities that flow from marriage. In this sense, they integrate the 
intimate bond between adults with the parent-child bond for families that 
differ from the “conjugal” family.
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Family law in the United States is not uniform. Among the states are 
salient differences, sometimes along the lines of red versus blue states, 
with red states more closely embracing integrative parenthood and re-
jecting forms of family diversity.70 Nonetheless, one could reasonably con-
clude that much of contemporary family law more closely fits the diver-
sity than the integrative model to the extent it allows the separation of 
legal parenthood from marriage, facilitates pathways to parenthood apart 
from biological procreation, recognizes parental rights and responsibili-
ties for persons without a biological connection to a child, and, in a sig-
nificant minority of states, allows same-sex partners access to institutions 
(whether civil marriage, civil union, or domestic partnership) affording 
them formal legal status as adult partners and parents.

Diversity within the Diversity Model
There are variations within each model. Proponents of a diversity ap-
proach differ about the implications of family diversity for law. Some 
(including me) believe that family law should continue to recognize and 
support the institution of marriage but in ways consistent with sex equal-
ity and opened up to include same-sex couples.71 Such a model supports 
exploring whether a new civil registration scheme could foster stability 
in other households with children (such as cohabiting couples). Cynthia 
Grant Bowman points to the popularity of such a system, in other coun-
tries, among opposite-sex cohabitants, some of whom may seek to avoid 
the historical or religious symbolism of marriage.72 Along these lines, a few 
U.S. states allow opposite-sex couples access to civil unions and expansive 
domestic partnerships.73 A registration scheme, Judith Stacey proposes, 
might also help meet the needs of the more complex families formed by 
some lesbian and gay parents, when more than two persons have parental 
roles.74 I have argued that a civil registration system could help to recog-
nize and support other forms of committed adult relationships, such as 
adult siblings forming a household or friends aging with friends.75 

By contrast, some proponents of a diversity model argue for dethron-
ing marriage. An argument for “uncoupling marriage and parenting,” 
advanced by Stacey, is that “our needs for both eros and domesticity are 
often at odds,” so that tying parenting so tightly to marriage makes child 
well-being too vulnerable to “Cupid’s antics.”76 Martha Albertson Fineman 
proposes to reorient family law around the caretaker-dependent relation-
ship and attach the subsidies now linked to marital status to that dyad, 
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shifting marriage to the realm of private contract.77 Many scholars em-
brace this basic proposal.78

But some scholars who share Fineman’s view about ending state sup-
port for marriage resist her call to eliminate the state’s role in regulating 
adult-adult relationships. Tamara Metz argues for disestablishing mar-
riage and creating — and regulating — an “intimate caregiving union sta-
tus,” including “parents and children (biological and de facto); husband 
and wife; long-term cohabiting hetero- and homosexual lovers and part-
ners; ‘lesbigay’ units; nonsexually intimate adult units or groups; adult 
siblings; adult children; and aging parents.”79 This model supports di-
verse forms of parenthood, while situating the caregiving of parents in 
the broader context of caregiving relationships. Such broader support 
for “intimate care in all its guises,” Metz contends, is more just and more 
consistent with liberal commitments to liberty, equality, and stability.80 
This approach differs both from diversity approaches that would shift the 
focus to intergenerational caretaking relationships and from integrative 
approaches that contend that society’s interest in encouraging commit-
ted adult relationships is confined to procreative unions.81 Thus, Maxine 
Eichner argues that state support is warranted because such adult rela-
tionships further “a broad range of important goods.”82

Another area of disagreement concerns the number of legally recog-
nized parents. Multiple parenthood departs from the integrative model 
that, for each child, there should be one legally recognized father and 
one mother. How does the diversity model address the question whether 
children “can or should have more than two parents”?83 As Nancy Dowd 
observes, some children already have more than two adults assuming 
parenting roles in their lives, due to patterns of marriage, divorce, cohabi-
tation, and remarriage, as well as to open adoption and foster care. But, 
should more than two adults have legally recognized rights and responsi-
bilities with respect to a particular child? In certain circumstances, family 
law has recognized three legal parents (e.g., a biological mother, her same-
sex partner, and the sperm donor, or genetic father).84 Some scholars view 
the recognition of multiple parenthood as consistent with family law’s rec-
ognition of parental status due to social parenthood, apart from biology.85 
Dowd argues that recognizing multiple fatherhood would be consistent 
with the actual experience of many fathers and further the channelling 
function of family law.86 Laura Kessler proposes that lifting the “numeros-
ity requirement” with respect to parenthood would address situations in 
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which children have “significant family ties” to “more than two adults con-
currently.”87 Proponents of a diversity model differ on these issues.88

Diversity or “Diverging Destinies”?
I turn now to trends toward inequality in family life and suggest possible 
common ground between the integrative and diversity models. My con-
cern here is with what sociologist Sara McLanahan refers to as children’s 
“diverging destinies” based on parental resources,89 and what the Pew re-
port describes as “a new ‘marriage gap’ in the United States .  .  . increas-
ingly aligned with a growing income gap.”90 McLanahan warned of these 
“diverging destinies” nearly a decade ago. Commentators continue to 
identify the problem of “two classes, divided by ‘I do’” as a troubling form 
of inequality between families—and the children within them.91 

McLanahan argues that, while one trajectory for women, “associated 
with delays in childbearing and increases in maternal employment,” re-
sults in “gains in resources” for children, the other, “associated with di-
vorce and non-marital childbearing,” “reflects losses” in resources for 
them.92 She argues that society should care about “growing disparities in 
children’s resources.”93

Another inequality concern is a “class-based decline in marriage,” with 
a dramatically larger gap in 2008 than in 1960 between marriage rates of 
college graduates (64 percent) and those with a high school diploma or 
less (48 percent).94 Better-educated and economically successful people 
marry at higher rates (generally, to other well-educated and success-
ful people), but lower down the economic spectrum, marriage rates are 
lower, nonmarital parenthood is more common, and divorce rates (often 
after early marriages) are higher.95 The gap is not due simply to class-based 
views on the value of marriage. Rather, “Those with less income and edu-
cation are opting out of marriage not because they don’t value the institu-
tion or aspire to its benefits, but because they may doubt that they (or po-
tential spouses) can meet the standards they impose on marriage.”96 Some 
men and women report that they are delaying getting married until they 
have the economic preconditions for a successful marriage.97 Although 
low-income women value becoming a mother and say they value the in-
stitution of marriage, they may not view their male partner as a suitable 
marriage partner. They also believe they are capable of being a good par-
ent without marriage.98

Wherever one falls on the continuum between integrative and diver-
sity models, inequality in access to marriage, family life, and the successful 
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transition to adulthood and the resulting forms of inequality for children 
are serious concerns. So, too, are the continuing high rates of teen preg-
nancy and early parenthood in the United States.

The problems of marriage inequality, unequal resources among chil-
dren, and teen pregnancy and early parenthood suggest that not every 
current pattern of family life is one that proponents of a diversity model 
would celebrate. With proponents of an integrative model, they would 
find some of these trends and forms of inequality troubling. Although 
there would likely be differences concerning the best solutions, common 
ground is worth pursuing.

Conclusion: A Continuum Approach to Mapping Parenthood
I have suggested that the diversity model includes recognition of the fact 
of family diversity and appreciation of its value. It entails that diverse fam-
ily forms should be supported by family law. I have illustrated that pro-
ponents differ on such matters as the continuing place of marriage and 
whether to link the adult-adult intimate relationship to the parent-child 
relationship. The diversity model captures the diverse pathways to parent-
hood in social practice. It also fits changes in family law giving legal pro-
tection to these pathways.

A premise of this volume is that using the integrative and diversity 
models is a fruitful way to wrestle with significant questions about par-
enthood. I have suggested that, given the differences within each model, 
it is helpful to locate positions about parenthood as points on a contin-
uum rather than as a dichotomy. To give a few examples: people may ac-
cept the notion of family law’s channelling function but draw different 
conclusions about what type of relationships the law should support and 
promote. Thus, people may share a belief in the importance of integrating 
adult-adult intimate and parent-child bonds but differ on whether par-
ents must be opposite-sex or may also be same-sex. They may share a 
preference for establishing formal legal ties between parent and child but 
differ on what to do in concrete situations in which persons without for-
mal legal ties are functioning as parents to children. They may harbor an 
intuition that family law’s primary concern should be intergenerational 
relationships, of which the parent-child is the most fundamental, or they 
may envision the parent-child relationship as one in a family of relation-
ships that the law should encourage and support. These are but a few of 
the matters we could productively map along a continuum of approaches 
to parenthood.
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Uncoupling Marriage and Parenting 

Judith Stacey

Women and men should not marry, for love is like the seasons — it 

comes and goes.

Yang Erche Namu, Leaving Mother Lake

The genesis of this book lies in the American culture wars over family val-
ues. The root question posed to the authors in this part concerns insti-
tutions: Can parenthood be separated from marriage and couplehood? 
I was invited to make a case against the view that the modern nuclear 
family, composed of a married, heterosexual couple and their biological 
(or adopted) offspring, is the best family environment for promoting child 
well-being, and I promise not to disappoint. However, I want to begin with 
two core challenges to the basic conceptual apparatus and epistemologi-
cal premise of the book.

Nomenclature
First, I take issue with the two terms, integrative and diversity, that the 
editors have chosen to frame the contrasting scholarly perspectives on 
parenthood and family. I think that these concepts mischaracterize the 
two poles in the culture wars over family and mistakenly imply that in-
tegration and diversity are antonyms, or at least distinctive perspectives. 
However, one can have an integrative perspective on family diversity, and 
there are diverse forms of integrative families. It is more accurate to depict 
the opposing perspectives in the family debate as singular (or, universal-
ist) and pluralist. The former maintains that one family structure — a mo-
nogamous married, heterosexual couple and their biological children — is 
superior, both functionally and morally, to all others.1 The latter rejects a 
hierarchy of family forms, values the quality and substance of familial rela-
tionships over their structure, and believes in the efficacy and moral value 
of diverse family structures. We are engaged, in essence, in ye olde struc-
ture versus process debate about family quality.2
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Those who favor a singular or universalist perspective generally sub-
scribe to an “essentialist” or foundationalist view of family structure. They 
consider the married, heterosexual couple and their biological children to 
be the superior family form, and to be (close to) universal historically and 
cross-culturally, a quasi-natural institution, virtually the core definition 
of family. Characteristically, in The Future of Marriage, David Blankenhorn 
insists that “the primary reason for the emergence of human pair-bonding 
was to ensure that mothers do not raise children alone. The evolutionary re-
cord suggests that men and women developed an unusual way of living to-
gether, primarily because the human infant needs a father and the human 
mother needs a mate.”3 A pluralist perspective, in contrast, is fundamentally 
antifoundationalist. Pluralists stress the variety and unavoidably changing 
character of family patterns across space, time, and culture. For example, 
family historian Stephanie Coontz points out: “Not until the mid-nine-
teenth century did the word ‘family’ commonly come to refer just to a mar-
ried couple with their co-resident children”; “there is no universal definition 
of family that fits the reality of all cultural groups and historical periods.”4

Confronting the vast anthropological and historical record of variation 
in parenting and intimate bonds, universalists perceive an underlying, 
fundamental structure beneath the creative clutter. Thus, Blankenhorn 
performs perceptual gymnastics to locate the contours of the married, 
procreative couple and their progeny amid alternative kinship tapestries 
in anthropological accounts of far-flung cultures, like the Trobriands, 
Nuers, and Azande, which seemingly challenge his thesis.5 Matrilineal 
households, woman-woman marriages, and even polygyny retain the one-
mother/one-father principle in his reading, whereas, for family pluralists, 
polygamy represents a radical, but not objectively inferior, departure from 
Blankenhorn’s favored family form.

Social Science and Family Values
Ever since the late Daniel Patrick Moynihan’s still controversial report, The 
Negro Family: The Case for National Action, appeared in 1965,6 recurrent 
skirmishes between singular and pluralist perspectives have erupted over 
the significance of demographic trends indicating the decline of stable 
married, procreative-couple parenting. Rising rates of unwed motherhood 
(first among black women, later among whites) and divorce, and, more 
recently, struggles for lesbian and gay parenting (and unions) have incited 
some of the most polarizing conflicts.7 Lesser flare-ups have concerned 
the ethics of who, if anyone, merits access to surrogacy, fertility services 
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and assisted reproductive technologies, and the adoption of children, do-
mestically and internationally.8

Each time a controversy surfaces, scholars and critics from singular 
and pluralist perspectives deploy social science evidence to support their 
divergent claims. However, I believe that research evidence neither is the 
source of either perspective, nor can it successfully adjudicate between 
them. Disputes express opposing values rooted in incommensurate reli-
gious, philosophical, and ideological convictions about gender, sexuality, 
and intimacy. Support for and opposition to same-sex marriage or les-
bian and gay parenthood do not derive from disinterested assessments of 
the cumulative social science research. Mounting evidence (reviewed by 
Fiona Tasker in this volume)9 that children raised by lesbian co-mothers 
fare at least as well as those from comparable heterosexual parent fami-
lies does not diminish opposition from those convinced that homosexual-
ity is sinful. No amount of social science evidence could persuade both 
intellectual camps that any one form of family or definition of parent is 
superior to all others, because what counts as a desirable developmental 
outcome rests on an inescapably subjective and cultural judgment. Data 
can compare average child outcomes on particular measures of adjust-
ment, esteem, achievement, attitudes, interests, behavior, and the like but 
cannot establish the moral or social superiority of particular parenting 
configurations or child outcomes. Is a socially conforming child a positive 
or a negative outcome? What about a gender-conforming child, or a gay 
child? What about a religious, competitive, patriotic, chaste, ambitious, 
obedient, adventurous, deferential, independent, self-sacrificing, or fill-in-
the-blank child?

Social science research can demonstrate that different cultures seek 
to develop different behaviors, attitudes, beliefs, characters, and traits 
in their offspring; so, too, do different parents within a given culture. We 
can compare the relative effectiveness of groups in achieving particular 
outcomes. However, research cannot assess these outcomes or the family 
patterns that foster them according to a single, uniform, objective stan-
dard. The very notion that social science evidence could prove one fam-
ily form or one definition of parent to be superior is a subjective, episte-
mological claim not amenable to objective proof. Unsurprisingly, I do not 
subscribe to that notion.

I suspect that parties to the family debates may be as incompatible in 
our temperaments, tastes, and sensibilities as we are in our political prin-
ciples, even though the political causes and consequences of our views 
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are far from trivial. Some people spontaneously savor and favor change, 
variety, and innovation, while others prefer continuity, similarity, and tra-
dition. If this hunch is correct, then despite our best efforts at collegiality 
and good faith dialogue, we are unlikely to shift our commitments to a 
singular versus a pluralist perspective in response to the quality of social 
science evidence marshaled or interpretations of data presented.

Perhaps the best we can do is understand more fully some sources and 
consequences of our incompatible frameworks, identify weaknesses in 
our respective uses of logic and evidence, and look for areas of common 
ground that do not violate our core convictions. What social science and 
historical research can contribute to this endeavor is empirical evidence 
about the range of parenting and family contexts that have existed his-
torically and cross-culturally and that exist today. Research also can help 
identify the characteristic strengths and vulnerabilities of particular fam-
ily patterns, although, here too, values questions inevitably come into play.

Parenting beyond Monogamous Heterosexual Marriage
With these more modest ends, I address the empirical question of whether 
or not it is possible to separate successful parenting from (monogamous 
heterosexual) marriage or couplehood by discussing two contemporary 
family systems that do just that. The first is rather exotic and seems al-
most a feminist fairy tale — the matrilineal Mosuo culture of southwestern 
China. The second, patriarchal polygyny, is far more prevalent and persis-
tent historically, and closer to a feminist nightmare. I will depict its sta-
tus in contemporary South Africa. Fortuitously for readers, Peter Wood, 
my designated intellectual sparring partner in this volume, also discusses 
Mosuo families.10 (Woods refers to the Mosuo people as the Na, which is 
the name of the larger national minority group officially recognized by the 
Chinese government, but from which the Mosuo seek independent status. 
Our use of these different cultural terms hints at differences in our cul-
tural frameworks.)

A Society without Fathers or Fatherlessness
In The Future of Marriage, Blankenhorn took on what he believed to be 
the greatest anthropological challenges to his universalist thesis about 
the married-couple (one-father/one-mother) family. Surprisingly, he 
overlooked the Mosuo people in the remote mountainous borderlands 
of China’s Yunnan and Sichuan provinces. Approximately two millennia 
ago, Tibeto-Burman ancestors of the 30,000 to 50,000 surviving members 
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of this ancient Buddhist culture devised what is arguably the only doc-
umented family system in the anthropological or historical record not 
based on marriage. Mosuo kinship, in startling contrast with traditional 
Chinese patriarchy, is primarily matrilineal and matrilocal. “Happiness is 
defined as the ability to live in harmony with matrilineal kin,” explains one 
of the anthropologists who know the Mosuo best.11 Instead of marrying 
and sharing family life with spouses and genetic offspring, adult children 
remain in their natal, extended, multigenerational households with their 
mothers and maternal kin. Together, family members rear all children 
born to the women of the household, care for aged and dependent mem-
bers, and share property and labor. The culture does not assign social re-
sponsibility or status to male genitors.

Traditional Mosuo family values radically separate sexuality and ro-
mance from domesticity, parenting, and economic bonds. Sex life is strictly 
voluntary and nocturnal, while family life is obligatory and diurnal. The 
Mosuo practice tisese, a system of night visiting, which the Chinese mis-
leadingly translate as “walking marriage.” The Mosuo term literally means 
that a man “goes back and forth.” Men live, eat, work, and parent with their 
maternal families by day but can seek entry into a woman’s “flower cham-
ber” for the night. Mutual desire alone governs romantic and sexual union 
for women and men. Because men generally do not live with or co-parent 
their biological progeny, their sexual behavior has no implications for their 
parenting careers or family size. Parents and kin do not concern them-
selves with the love lives of their daughters or sons because mate choice 
carries few implications for the family or society.

To assure its economic and social survival, a Mosuo matrilineal house-
hold needs each generation of women to bear at least one daughter and 
to produce collectively a gender mix of children. The collective childbear-
ing of their sisters, rather than their own procreative activity, determines 
men’s parental roles. Mosuo men become social fathers to their nieces 
and nephews. Likewise, sisters jointly mother their collective issue, ir-
respective of individual fertility. Naru, the native language, employs the 
same word, emi, for both a mother and a maternal aunt.12 If biological 
paternity carries no inherent implications for kinship, today at least it is 
often a matter of common local knowledge. Male genitors of children who 
are born within exclusive tisese relationships often acknowledge their off-
spring, give them occasional gifts, and develop avuncular relationships 
with them. In a sense, Mosuo kinship reverses the social expectations as-
signed to fathers and maternal uncles in the West.
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Although Mosuo kinship is not rooted in marriage, the culture has not 
entirely precluded the institution. Mosuo kinship has been a flexible sys-
tem open to pragmatic adaptations that helped families to survive. One 
strategy to redress gender imbalances was to allow exceptions to the cul-
tural rule against couples living together. Households short of males or of 
females might invite a lover of the desired gender to move in. Nonetheless, 
traditional Mosuo culture did not employ the idiom of marriage to depict 
such relationships or apply the categories of husband and father. Contem-
porary Mosuo informants regard tisese rather than marriage as their prac-
tice “since time immemorial,” which, according to some scholars, extends 
back earlier than 200 BC.13 There have been substantial changes in Mosuo 
family practices, particularly upheavals since the Communists came to 
power, but tisese remains the primary institution for sexual union and re-
production. It coexists with secondary forms of contemporary marriage 
and cohabitation.

With the surgical stroke of excising marriage, Mosuo kinship circum-
vented a plethora of familiar Western family traumas associated with 
what feminist family law scholar Martha Fineman refers to as “the sexual 
family.”14 A society without marriage is one with no divorce, no spinsters or 
bachelors, widows or widowers, or unmarried, solitary individuals of any 
sort. Nobody’s social status or fate hinges on the success or failure of their 
love life or marriage, whether chosen or arranged. More pertinent to the 
question of parenting institutions, in a family system without marriage, no 
children are illegitimate, fatherless, or motherless, and few are orphaned. 
No marriage or divorce means no remarriage, and thus, no wicked (or be-
nevolent) stepmothers, stepfathers, or Cinderellas. Rarely need anyone 
become a single parent, and even only children seldom grow up without 
playmates in their households. Perhaps that explains how the Mosuo 
achieved lower fertility and mortality rates than their neighbors long be-
fore they experienced the modern economic developments that generally 
propel that demographic transition.15

Polygyny, Modernity, and Plural Parenthood
The raid by state authorities on the polygamous Yearning for Zion com-
pound in Eldorado, Texas, in April 200816 should remind us of the long 
history of another institutionalized exception to the putatively universal 
principle “For every child, a mother and a father. To meet this fundamen-
tal human need, marriage.”17 Patriarchal polygynous marriage, parent-
hood, family structure, and principles could scarcely be more antithetical 
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to the matrilineal, sexually egalitarian, permissive, harmonious family ide-
als of the remarkable Mosuo. Disappointingly, however, from a Western 
feminist perspective, this was the world’s predominant form of kinship be-
fore the twentieth century and remains widespread globally, both where it 
is legal and where it is not.18

Few Westerners are aware that postapartheid South Africa legally rec-
ognized polygamy. It is the only nation in the world that authorizes both 
plural and same-sex marriage and parenting rights.19 The postapartheid 
society boldly configured its transition to democracy as a laboratory for 
utopian efforts to promote social justice. Among the least examined of 
these is its vanguard agenda for family democracy. The 1996 Constitu-
tion of the Republic of South Africa was the first to ban discrimination on 
grounds of culture and sexual orientation, and it embraced pluralist defi-
nitions of marriage and family. These historic innovations compel courts, 
citizens, and diverse communities to negotiate contradictions between 
protection for customary patriarchal prerogatives and commitments to 
full gender and sexual equality. Unique among the world’s constitutions, 
the expansive equality clause of the Bill of Rights explicitly prohibits unfair 
discrimination on the grounds of marital status.20

After complex political negotiations over competing constitutional 
protections for gender equality and customary cultures, Parliament 
passed the Recognition of Customary Marriages Act (RCMA) in 1998.21 
An attempt to legitimate customary marriages among indigenous Afri-
can cultures while protecting the interests of women and children within 
them, the RCMA offers legal recognition to “a marriage negotiated, cele-
brated or concluded according to any of the systems of indigenous African 
customary law which exist in South Africa.”22 Many customary cultures 
practice polygyny. It ruffled no legal feathers, therefore, when on Janu-
ary 5, 2008, Jacob Zuma, newly elected president of the African National 
Congress (ANC) and now president of South Africa, celebrated his polyga-
mous marriage to a third wife in a customary Zulu ceremony. Since then, 
Zuma has married a fourth woman and paid lobola (bridewealth) for yet 
another wife.23

Despite the legal, quite visible practice of polygyny among some elite 
black men, few South Africans formally register their plural marriages, 
partly because the RCMA prohibits participants in a registered civil mar-
riage from entering an additional customary marriage, and partly because 
men find little need or legal incentive to do so. Feminists and traditional 
leaders seem justified in anticipating that formal polygamy will continue 
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to decline in South Africa, as it has done in most modernizing societies. 
Hybrid forms of de facto plural marriage, on the other hand, are proliferat-
ing. Some genres remain relatively traditional. Others encompass features 
of postmodern intimacy, including interracial and even some bisexual 
unions. While a few of these patterns are uniquely South African, oth-
ers resonate in the United States and more globally and generate diverse 
forms of plural parenting.

Consider a Zulu family with one husband, two wives, and four children 
that I interviewed in 2007 in rural Kwa-Zulu Natal. Nobunto, the forty-six-
year-old senior wife, and her husband, Marshall K, a migrant hotel service 
worker, had been married for twenty years in a monogamous, registered 
customary union before he initiated a second customary marriage with 
Lindiwe, a thirty-eight-year-old woman.24 Traumatic personal events in 
the lives of both women made Mr. K’s decision to do so seem at least par-
tially altruistic. All four children born to Nobunto died in infancy, render-
ing her a tragic local figure who faced a dire social fate as she aged. Mr. 
K met his junior wife, Lindiwe, when she was working in a shebeen (in-
formal tavern) near the hotel where he was employed during the week. 
At that time, she was a destitute, working single mother who had been 
literally seduced and abandoned years earlier by the father of her two chil-
dren. She and her children were sharing cramped and tense quarters with 
a married brother and his wife and children.

Mr. K told his new love interest about his first wife soon after he began 
courting her. Lindiwe acknowledged to me how deeply disappointed she 
was to learn that her suitor was married. She claimed, however, that be-
cause she had begun falling in love with him and felt sympathy for his 
childless first wife, she did not end the relationship. After Lindiwe became 
pregnant with his child, Mr. K introduced her to Nobunto and proposed 
inviting Lindiwe and her children to join their family and home. Despite 
some feelings of jealousy and loss, Nobunto agreed to share her husband 
with a co-wife in exchange for becoming co-mother to the children. When 
I asked Nobunto how she felt about her co-wife when they first met, she 
said, “I liked her because she had children.”

The co-wives spent one emotionally challenging year sharing their hus-
band on alternate weekend nights in a crowded three-room residence, 
until Mr. K finished building a separate structure for Lindiwe. By then, 
she had given birth to two of his children and had moved with them into 
the adjacent cabin, while her two older children continued to reside with 
their new umamkulu (senior mother), Nobunto. Mr. K, who still lived at 
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his hotel workplace during the week, spent one night in each household 
on the weekends. The two women shared parenting and occasional meals 
during his absence.

Thanks to the cultural legitimacy of polygynous marriage in South Af-
rica, Nobunto became a mother again, and all four children received par-
enting from two full-time mothers and one weekend father. Both women 
claimed to love Mr. K. Each would have preferred to be married and par-
enting exclusively with him. However, both judged sharing this husband 
and these children to be a significant improvement over their former lives. 
I felt convinced that Nobunto, Lindiwe, and the children were much better 
off than when Mr. K had only one wife.

A universalist perspective on parenting might construe this polygynous 
family as conforming to the married-couple with children definition of 
parenthood.25 From my pluralist perspective, however, it does not. These 
four children resided in two adjacent cabins with two full-time co-moth-
ers and one weekend father. Reckoned from a singular Western perspec-
tive on kinship, the four children shared one biological (“real”) mother and 
one stepmother or “fictive” mother, perhaps only to the two older children 
who resided with her. Their shared weekend dad is the biological father of 
only two of the four children and a stepfather to the others. Two children 
would count as full siblings, and two as half siblings. Within the South Af-
rican context, the children suffer no social stigma, second-class status, or 
threat of intervention because their family form enjoys cultural legitimacy. 
In fact, their new senior mother grew up in a plural parenting family struc-
ture. Nobunto’s father had married three wives who cooperatively reared 
their eleven children together without a father after their shared husband, 
Nobunto’s father, died soon after she was born.

If polygamy were illegal in South Africa, Nobunto would have remained 
childless, while Lindiwe’s children would have been raised by a single, 
working mother dependent on the indulgence and assistance of her 
brother and sister-in-law. For too many indigenous South Africans coping 
with the devastating AIDS crisis and the dire social and economic con-
ditions of apartheid’s legacy, such cooperative parenting structures offer 
children greater material and emotional support and security than do bio-
logical co-parent dyads.26

All Happy (and Successful) Families Are Not Alike 
The two dramatically different contemporary family regimes depicted ear-
lier provide strong empirical support for a pluralist perspective on family 
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structure and values. They demonstrate, persuasively, that it is possible 
to separate parenting that fosters child welfare from marriage or couple-
hood. The parenting and family practices of the exotic Mosuo likely pose 
the world’s most potent challenge to the core convictions that underlie a 
universalist perspective. Their kinship system upends the claim that “the 
human infant needs a father and the human mother needs a mate”27 and 
demonstrates that heterosexual marriage is neither the only nor the most 
reliable way “to ensure that mothers do not raise children alone.”28 Mosuo 
mothers are much less likely to raise children solo than are married moth-
ers in the United States. They do so with the lifelong support of sisters, 
brothers, mothers, and uncles.

Because the Mosuo do radically separate parenthood from marriage 
and couplehood, their example undermines numerous popular beliefs 
rooted in a singular perspective — that the stability of a couple’s mar-
riage (or relationship) profoundly affects their children’s welfare and se-
curity; that children generally, and boys particularly, need and yearn to 
live with their biological fathers; and, perhaps most radically, that parents 
who engage in multiple, extramarital sexual liaisons are irresponsible and 
threaten their children’s emotional development.

Traditional Mosuo family life presents an exception that profoundly 
questions all these rules. Tisese separates sexuality and romantic love 
from kinship, reproduction, and parenting. It does so more completely 
than the “pure relationship” ideal of late modernity that sociologist An-
thony Giddens endorses in The Transformation of Intimacy.29 Mutual desire 
and reciprocal affection, unencumbered by responsibilities, govern tradi-
tional Mosuo sexual unions. Lovers do not share domiciles, finances, child 
rearing, labor, or kin. Because mate choice carries no implications for a 
family’s resources, labor, security, or status, families need not intervene, 
approve, or even know when it occurs. Lovers may freely enter exclusive 
or multiple relationships, enduring or short-lived, and cross class, age, and 
ethnic boundaries, as they prefer.

Many features of tisese work to sustain romance, passion, and affec-
tion among lovers longer than is typical for married (or cohabiting) pairs. 
Couples who do not share residences, finances, child rearing, relatives, or 
other obligations bypass the primary triggers of marital conflict. Members 
of such couples need not adapt to each other’s incompatible preferences, 
habits, and quirks. They never struggle over how many (if any) children 
to have, how to reward and discipline them, who does the dishes, what 
church (if any) to attend, how much money or time to spend on what, 
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where, when, or with whom. The Mosuo I interviewed claimed that their 
“walking marriages” last longer than mainstream Chinese marriages be-
cause they generate so few sources of conflict.30 Although no reliable data 
are available to support or undermine this claim, the crucial point is that 
the stability of parenting and the well-being of their children do not hinge 
on its veracity.

Giddens’s idealized “pure relationship,” entered into “for its own sake,” 
and lasting only so long as it “deliver[s] enough satisfactions for each indi-
vidual to stay within it,”31 has been legitimately criticized for ignoring its 
implications for parenting and caretaking.32 Fineman, in contrast, gives 
caretaking priority in her search for legal strategies for redefining family 
to avoid “tragedies” inherent in the “sexual family.”33 She employs that jar-
ring concept to designate a family system generated by the adult sexual 
pair, the family structure promoted by the singular perspective informing 
the contemporary marriage promotion movement. Its tragic flaw, in Fine-
man’s view, is making a family’s economic and emotional security, and es-
pecially the welfare of women and children, vulnerable to the vagaries of 
Cupid’s antics. Most of the seismic upheavals and divisive controversies 
in Western modern family life radiate from this fault line — tremblers over 
“the divorce revolution,” unwed childbearing, “fatherlessness,” same-sex 
marriage, lesbian and gay parenthood, and more.

Most premodern societies opted for patriarchal control of female sexu-
ality and reproduction to manage conflicts between individual eros and 
collective (particularly male) family interests. This basic principle under-
lies polygyny. The remarkable Mosuo, in contrast, devised a brilliant, time-
tested strategy, alternative both to patriarchy and to the modern sexual 
family. Mosuo tisese radically frees family fortunes and child well-being 
from the capriciousness of sexual and romantic love by eliminating mar-
riage. Namu, likely the best-known contemporary Mosuo, expresses the 
worldview this way: “Women and men should not marry, for love is like 
the seasons — it comes and goes.”34

It would be easy to dismiss the Mosuo example as a fascinating piece 
of premodern kinship exotica of no relevance to debates about parent-
ing in advanced industrial societies. Indeed, after surviving for two mil-
lennia, even despite Maoist efforts to eradicate it, Mosuo matrilineal kin-
ship and tisese now face mortal threats from global market forces.35 The 
system’s success depended partly on geographic and economic continu-
ity. However, while the most traditional form of Mosuo kinship is waning, 
we can detect echoes of Mosuo sexual and parenting practices emerging 
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in subcultural pockets of many developed societies. Indeed, the marriage 
promotion movement, and the question posed for this chapter, would not 
exist if parenthood had not already become widely separated from mar-
riage and couplehood. Thanks in part to the rising age of first marriages in 
modern societies, tacit principles akin to tisese now govern many contem-
porary sexual relationships. Unplanned premarital pregnancies are one 
inevitable consequence, as the political spectacle that surrounded unwed 
teenager Bristol Palin’s pregnancy underscores.36 This has generated a 
growing family form that echoes Mosuo matrilineal parenting. Grandpar-
ents raise or help raise their unmarried daughters’ children so frequently 
(primarily, but not exclusively, in poor black families in the United States) 
that the federal government sponsors a clearinghouse website to coordi-
nate available benefits and services for such families.37

Under the marriage-centric family ideology in the United States, how-
ever, these grandparent-headed families occupy a subordinate and devi-
ant status — objects of pity or of patronizing respect. The singular perspec-
tive on families presumes that no sane, responsible unmarried adult ever 
would choose to parent in a three-generational matrilineal family. But 
many women, and some men, choose to do just that.

I am not suggesting that an advanced industrial society like the United 
States could or should replace our predominant, if challenged, marriage-
based nuclear family system of parenthood with the Mosuo model. None-
theless, we can learn much from the Mosuo practice of parenting. It could 
inspire creative thinking about models of successful parenting not depen-
dent on the fragile bond of modern, romantic love–based marriage. At a 
minimum, it might encourage greater sympathy for a pluralist perspective 
that respects diverse parenting coalitions, including the three-generation, 
grandparent-headed families already in our midst. More creatively, we 
might envision ways of formally recognizing and supporting the broader 
range of child-rearing families that parents have been forging in the wake 
of marital instability and struggles against sexual discrimination. Neces-
sarily, lesbian and gay parents have been at the forefront of these new cho-
sen forms of family.38 They challenge the law and social institutions to rec-
ognize plural forms of parenthood that cross conventional gender, race, 
sexual, and numerical borders. Hundreds of thousands of Heathers (and 
Harrys) with two or more lesbian mommies39 and perhaps one or two 
sperm daddies, three or four sets of grandparents, and myriad additional 
blood and chosen kin have been growing up around us more rapidly than 
our laws, policies, and definitions of parent have adapted to recognize 
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and serve them. A singular perspective on who should count as a parent 
makes their lives more difficult than is necessary or fair.

The South African example of plural parenthood within culturally legit-
imate polygynous marriages offers a less inspirational but more pertinent 
challenge to the singular perspective. Polygyny, once the world’s predomi-
nant parenting context, remains widespread in parts of Africa, the Middle 
East, and Asia. It represents a fundamentally different structure of child 
rearing from the Western married couple–based family. Although plural 
marriage, unlike tisese, connects marriage to reproduction and parentage, 
it also generates complex plural parenting and kin relationships for chil-
dren, quite unlike those idealized by the singular perspective.

In the United States, polygamy has long been despised and suppressed, 
in part because it was popularly associated with “barbaric,” “Asian and Af-
riatic” societies.40 Bigamy is illegal in all fifty states and a felony in many.41 
A 2005 Gallup poll reported that 92 percent of Americans surveyed viewed 
polygamy as “morally unacceptable.”42 Irrespective of its moral status, pa-
triarchal polygyny does not mesh well with advanced industrial econo-
mies and liberal democracies, as its waning popularity in postapartheid 
South Africa indicates. Certainly, few feminists see much to mourn in its 
decline.43 Nonetheless, in the United States, as in South Africa, informal 
forms of polygyny are widespread and may be proliferating. However, in 
contrast with South Africa, religiously rooted, legal, and social prohibi-
tions foster deceitful, irresponsible sexual and parenting behavior subject 
to hypocritical, irrational consequences.

Under bigamy statutes in my state of New York, for example, Mar-
shall K’s marriage to his second wife and President Zuma’s 2008 and 2010 
marriages would be a felony, punishable by up to four years in prison.44 
In contrast, adultery is a misdemeanor, carrying a maximum sentence 
of three months in jail or probation, and a violation, as former New York 
City mayor Giuliani’s tabloid behavior flaunted, that is rarely prosecuted. 
Although the sex and paternity scandal involving former Democratic 
presidential candidate John Edwards’s secret second family derailed his 
political career, no penal consequences ensued. Because Edwards and his 
lover, Rielle Hunter, did not hold themselves out as a married couple, they 
did not commit bigamy under state law, but the much lesser offense of 
adultery.

Thus, engaging in clandestine plural unions and plural paternity is far 
less criminal or stigmatized in the United States than openly embracing 
these practices, as hundreds of Eldorado families can too readily attest. 
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After the Utah Supreme Court upheld the conviction of open polygynist 
Tom Green in 2001, one legal commentator aptly observed, “Green is not 
being punished for having children with several different women. He is 
being punished for sticking around,”45 or perhaps, more accurately, for 
being open about doing so.

A few maverick feminists would rather encourage such fathers and 
lovers to stick around. Employing demographic logic similar to that of-
fered by South African traditional leaders, critical race feminist theorist 
Adrien Wing interprets the prevalence of de facto polygyny among Afri-
can Americans as a response to a dire shortage of marriageable men.46 
In June 2008, National Public Radio interviewed several articulate Black 
Muslim women in Philadelphia who similarly explained their decision to 
practice polygamy. “We’re dealing with brothers who are incarcerated,” 
one educated woman pointed out, and, “unfortunately, you have the AIDS 
and HIV crisis, where HIV has struck the African-American community 
disproportionately to others.”47 Wing proposes legal recognition of such 
families.48

Such an approach might mitigate burdens faced by increasing num-
bers of families immigrating to North America from polygynous Islamic 
cultures. Current immigration laws exclude polygamous families, forcing 
men to choose between sequestering or abandoning some of their wives 
and children. In March 2007, a fatal fire in a crowded row house in the 
Bronx, New York City, brought this phenomenon into public view by ex-
posing the secret plural marriage of its owner, Moussa Magassa, an Ameri-
can citizen born in Mali. Magassa’s five children perished in the fire, while 
his two wives, who lived on different floors, survived.49

In 2005, responding to the increasing incidence of polygamous, immi-
grant families, Status of Women Canada (SWC), a governmental organi-
zation that advises on policy in the interest of women and gender equal-
ity, commissioned research reports on polygamy. The prominent scholars 
who produced the reports provide competing proposals on how Cana-
dian law should respond to the existence of illegal polygamous marriages 
within its borders.50 All the reports recognize and oppose the patriarchal 
character of both Islamic and Fundamentalist Latter-Day Saints (FLDS) 
forms of polygamy, but they disagree over how best to erode it. While 
some defended Canadian antibigamy statutes, Martha Bailey and col-
leagues recommended decriminalizing polygamy and offering recognition 
to foreign plural marriages among immigrants.51 Their well-reasoned, but 
controversial, approach rests on the belief that “women [and I would add 
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their children] are most likely to be in need of and most likely to benefit 
from further recognition.”52 Unrecognized wives, children, and families are 
unprotected.

The persistence of FLDS polygamous families in the United States, de-
spite more than a century of persecution, like the indomitable resilience 
of the love that now dares to shout its name, demonstrates that the diver-
sity of contemporary desires, unions, and families is here to stay. When a 
culture comes to presume that “love makes a family,” love inevitably will 
make some families that transgress cultural conventions of gender, num-
ber, sexual identity, or race. Perhaps the South African experience can 
persuade supporters of family diversity, particularly feminists, to acknowl-
edge that love (and tradition) also will make some families that reject gen-
der equality. Equality advocates must come to terms with the enduring 
allure to women and men of religious ideologies committed to strong and 
sometimes unequal gender differences in parenting and family life.

To return to this chapter’s central question, I have offered convincing 
historical and anthropological evidence that many cultures do success-
fully separate parenthood from marriage and couplehood. Nelson Man-
dela, for one illustrious example, grew up in a polygynous family. Barack 
Obama spent his childhood in three different family structures — with a 
divorced single mother; a remarried mother, stepfather, and half sister; 
and his maternal grandparents. Diverse cultures and families define child 
well-being differently. No universal standard of ideal family structure and 
parenthood can be derived from social science evidence.

The universalist or singular perspective, however well intentioned and 
self-consciously pro-child its advocates may be, is unwittingly ethnocen-
tric, unrealistic, and harmful to many children and their parents. Insisting 
that one family form is superior for parenting unavoidably serves to di-
minish, stigmatize, and undermine all others. It fosters some of the decep-
tion, bad faith, and hypocrisy exposed each time a public official is caught 
responding to Cupid’s antics by violating his (or, or less often, her) marital 
vows. It emboldens legislatures and courts to deny parenting rights to les-
bians, gay men, and transgender people, leave foster children in anxious 
legal limbo, and remove hundreds of children from polygamous families in 
the absence of evidence of specific parental abuse or neglect.

We cannot will our desires or funnel them into a single, culturally pre-
scribed domestic norm. But we can and should acknowledge that our 
needs for both eros and domesticity are often at odds. The singular per-
spective fails to address this dilemma. It also exaggerates the role that 
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monogamous, heterosexual marriage plays in promoting child welfare. 
This diminishes efforts to provide greater social responsibility for all chil-
dren. Even in the unlikely event that marriage promotion initiatives were 
to succeed in raising the percentage of children living with (heterosexual) 
married-couple parents, the cost to all other children, their parents, and 
society would be far too high.
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The Anthropological Case for the Integrative Model

Peter Wood

Every viable society nurtures its children. In virtually all cases, the pre-
ferred form of bringing a child into the world and raising it is to provide a 
child with an acknowledged mother and father.

These fairly simple declarations have long been accepted fact among 
social scientists acquainted with the ethnographic record. Beginning in 
the 1980s, however, some anthropologists, influenced by postmodern-
ism, began to express radical doubts about the very possibility of such 
generalization. 

Seemingly simple declarations can indeed be complicated: definitions 
of “father” and “mother” are far from uniform across cultures. But I intend 
here to offer the case that these declarations are indeed valid.

The discipline of anthropology organized itself in the nineteenth cen-
tury around the speculations of an American lawyer, Lewis Henry Mor-
gan; a British Quaker, Edward Tylor; and, later in the century, a British 
classicist, Sir James George Frazer. Morgan made some fundamental con-
tributions, which I will have occasion to refer to later, but he was dread-
fully wrong on a key point. He imagined that human society — “Ancient 
Society,” he called it1 — arose in stages from a period of ancient promiscu-
ity. Over time this promiscuity was transformed into “group marriage” in 
which a group of brothers married a group of sisters, and the children that 
resulted were common to the whole group.

Morgan’s group marriage hypothesis was controversial. Among support-
ers were scholars who speculated a once-upon-a-time condition of primi-
tive matriarchy.2 The theory ran that no one could be certain about pater-
nity, but maternity was seldom in doubt, and thus supplied the basis of a 
stable social order. Among the critics were scholars who argued that, on the 
contrary, primitive patriarchy must have been the primal human condition.3

Anthropology eventually discarded this debate as both fruitless and 
wrongheaded. We have no decisive evidence about the family structures 
of our Pleistocene ancestors, nor any reason to think that they all con-
formed to a single social pattern. Yet this long-discarded scholarly debate 
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is not irrelevant to today’s debates over the meaning of marriage and par-
enthood. Parts of it were absorbed into the larger culture via such works 
as Robert Graves’s The White Goddess, and the theme of primitive matriar-
chy reemerged in the 1970s in a series of popular works that gave a patina 
of scholarship to what was essentially a feminist fantasy. Riane Eisler’s The 
Chalice and the Blade (1987) is an example of this genre.4

It would be hard to say how many Americans currently entertain the 
idea that, once upon a time, villages really did raise children under the 
peaceful cooperative supervision of a group of wise women, and this 
golden age only came to an end because men introduced war, blood-
shed, competition, and hierarchy. Nothing that we actually know from 
archaeology, human biology, and ethnography supports this picture, but 
it nonetheless seeps into our public discussion of marriage and child rear-
ing. Imagine a society free from the oppression of the concept of “father.” 
Imagine a world where raising children is the joyfully diffuse responsibility 
of a group. This imagining, it seems to me, lies behind much of the attempt 
to deny the plain fact that in virtually all societies the preferred form of 
bringing a child into the world and raising it is to provide a child with an 
acknowledged mother and father.

The ghost of a long-discredited anthropological hypothesis thus 
strangely haunts our contemporary debates over the legal and moral sta-
tus of marriage and children.

Morgan, Tylor, Frazer, and other anthropologists who flourished dur-
ing the epoch of anthropology’s formative period eventually faced a stern 
tribunal of a new generation of anthropologists. In that court they were 
found guilty of guessing about the past; building their theories out of bits 
and pieces of data gathered the whole world over with little attention to 
local context; and paying little attention to how human societies actually 
work. The criticisms were overstated, but they did usher in an age of more 
exacting standards of ethnographic reporting, and we owe to figures like 
W. H. R. Rivers and Bronislaw Malinowski in Britain and Franz Boas in the 
United States the emergence of this new, systematic inquiry.5 The results 
of the work they initiated are pretty much all we have to go on in answer-
ing the questions before us now, for, sad to say, their intellectual project 
was more or less terminated in the 1980s. The robust kind of ethnography 
that sought a systematic and holistic picture of individual societies is sel-
dom pursued by today’s anthropologists.

Anthropologists still engage in something they call “ethnography,” but 
it bears little resemblance to that former quest to understand how human 
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groups hold together and sustain themselves from generation to genera-
tion. Ethnography in the sense that now prevails gives pride of place to 
division, tension, discontinuity, disruption, diaspora, alienation, oppres-
sion, and psychosis. A good many anthropologists put themselves in the 
foreground of their work, writing a hybrid of autobiography and travel 
memoir; others ruminate in ornate prose on why the concept of “cul-
ture” is obsolete and how societies have melded into a boundless global 
everywhere.6

The historic change in the discipline of anthropology from holistic ap-
proaches often centered on the study of kinship to approaches that em-
phasize contention, struggle, and fragmentation bears directly on the de-
bate between proponents of the integrative model and diversity model of 
marriage and parenthood. For one thing, it presents a possible confusion 
of terms that I want to forestall. The word diversity in this discussion could 
trip us up. Anthropology from its outset focused on the facts of human 
diversity. Should you want an account of the great variety of ways in which 
marriage and child rearing take place across the thousands of docu-
mented human societies, the place to look is the body of anthropological 
writing that includes abundant detail as well as strenuous analytical ef-
fort to make sense of the underlying patterns. But this documented ethno-
graphic diversity must be distinguished from the radical diversity pictured 
by contemporary anthropologists who regard the concept of kinship it-
self as an ethnocentric Western imposition on the profound plurality of 
culture. This view was given its most famous enunciation by the anthro-
pologist David Schneider, who after decades of scholarship on matrilineal 
kinship systems famously repudiated the whole field in these terms.7 Eth-
nographic diversity poses a set of phenomena that we can strive to com-
prehend as the various manifestations of underlying principles. Radical 
diversity asks nothing from us but a kind of existential assent: yes, people 
over there really are different.8

That assent, however, has its purposes. It evokes a world in which hu-
mans are unconstrained inventors of their own realities, and it buttresses 
the political argument that we too should feel free to invent ourselves by 
dispensing with outworn institutions that have been falsely invested with 
a sense that they are rooted in human necessity.

Not all anthropologists support this picture of radical diversity, and the 
cohort of anthropologists who most strongly veer in another direction are 
those who are concerned with human evolution and the actual origins of 
ethnographic diversity. In this branch of anthropology, a lively debate has 
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emerged drawing on clues from hominid fossils, linguistics, studies of liv-
ing primates, analogies with contemporary hunter-gatherers, and other 
sources that has reawakened questions such as whether early humans 
were matrilineal or patrilineal. This debate, though inconclusive, bears on 
our topic.

For example, research on the genetics of hunter-gatherer groups in Af-
rica has turned up a surprise. These groups are generally organized into 
patrilocal bands. But studies of matrilineally transmitted mitochondria 
and patrilineal Y chromosomes show that men are more likely to migrate 
than women and that hunter-gatherer women tend to stay near their 
mothers after they marry. These data are cited by those who argue that 
matrilineal organization is more fundamental than patrilineal organiza-
tion,9 but we need not take up that controversy to observe that in the case 
of hunter-gatherer societies, the underlying realities of kinship links exert 
a force that is a counter to the prevailing ideology of society. The bands 
conceive of themselves as bound together by links of sons to their fathers, 
but links of daughters to their mothers in practice may count even more.

The mitochondrial DNA studies reinforce the long-held view in an-
thropology that ties of filiation have social importance above and beyond 
their use in defining membership in key groups. In patrilineal societies, 
ties to the mother still count; in matrilineal societies, ties to the father still 
count. The anthropologist who gave the name to this seemingly paradoxi-
cal emphasis on the unemphasized parent was Meyer Fortes, who was 
prompted to consider it as he watched children among the matrilineal 
Ashanti carrying dinner to their fathers. He called it “complementary fili-
ation.”10 It is a cumbersome phrase, but it has the merit of drawing atten-
tion to the center of the phenomenon. It is the filiation that completes the 
child. No matter that in these societies the links between a child and one 
of its parents are the crucial determinant of status; the link to the other 
parent is important too.

How far back does this go? How widespread is it? Linguistic reconstruc-
tion in Africa has shown that the proto-Khoesan people — the ancestors of 
most of today’s hunter-gatherers in Africa — employed a kinship terminol-
ogy that sharply distinguished fathers (and their siblings) from mothers 
(and their siblings) about 15,000 years ago.11 This may sound like a trivial 
discovery, but it is not. Kinship terminologies tell us a great deal about 
social organization, and they have been studied systematically since the 
time of Morgan. What comparative philology has given us is a precious 
glimpse of social organization of the family deep in the past. Moreover, 
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what that glimpse reveals is that the proto-Khoesans employed a system 
of classifying relatives that matches one familiar from the contemporary 
anthropological record. For our purposes, the details do not matter except 
for the focal emphasis on the difference between maternal and paternal 
kin. The timescale — 15,000 years ago — puts this well before the domesti-
cation of crops and animal husbandry.

To reach back still further we must rely on various kinds of models and 
inferences. Some of the facts are simple. We know from the fossil record 
that species ancestral to our own had progressively larger brains, an evo-
lutionary process known as encephalization. This put selective pressure on 
females to give birth after relatively short gestation, and this in turn meant 
caring for infants significantly less developed than the young of other spe-
cies. Hence we can make a strong inference that the genus Homo evolved 
in a manner that ensured that infants — at least some of them — would re-
ceive sustained care throughout a long period of maturation.

We know this happened over a period of about 2 million years — long 
before the development of a capacity for language. This gives some weight 
to the idea that behind the diversity of culturalized forms of kinship and 
family in contemporary Homo sapiens may lie a built-in biological pattern 
of instincts. Australopithecines appear to have matured quickly, but the 
larger-brained Homo habilis who was on the scene in East Africa making 
crude tools may well have required a longer period of dependence. In any 
case, our even larger-brained Pleistocene ancestor of the last 1.7 million 
years, Homo erectus, was undoubtedly devoted to caring for its children 
who could not otherwise survive. But the social arrangements to support 
this lie beyond what archaeologists can tell us.

Another line of inference comes from the study of the diets of contem-
porary hunter-gatherers. Work in this area shows that women in these 
societies over their lifetimes consume significantly more calories than 
they contribute through foraging. The deficit is estimated at 14.5 million 
kilocalories. After their childbearing years, at around age forty-six, women 
begin to produce a surplus, which, though it is not enough to make up 
the cumulated deficit, enables them to assist their children and grandchil-
dren. On this basis, Kit Opie and Camilla Power argue that grandmother-
ing may be a key to understanding hunter-gatherer social organization. 
Indeed, they go further, suggesting, “Grandmothering appears vital to our 
evolution,”12 and offer a model of Homo erectus society based on a sexual 
division of labor with a key role for grandmothers. The idea has also been 
developed by the biological anthropologist Sarah Hrdy, who describes 
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grandmothers as “allo-mothers.”13 Needless to say, the grandmothering hy-
pothesis subsumes ideas about durable links of filiation.

When anthropology attempts to grapple with the large questions about 
who we are as a species and how we have become so, it still turns back to 
these fundamental matters of the relation between parent and child. An-
thropologists who dissent are often those who, because they went into the 
discipline at a time when kinship studies were out of favor, do not know 
that much about the subject.14 But putting aside such uninformed views, 
there are a handful of well-known ethnographic cases that seem to show 
that societies can get along perfectly well without fathers. Mothers may 
be indispensable nurturers; fathers perhaps not. The matrilineal Nayars in 
India in the nineteenth century and earlier, as reconstructed by Kathleen 
Gough fifty years ago, are the touchstone of this argument.15 The more re-
cently described Na of the Chinese provinces of Yunnan and Sichuan near 
the Burmese border provide another striking instance. We are fortunate 
to have an excellent ethnography of the Na by the French-trained Chinese 
anthropologist Cai Hua.16

These cases show the furthest possible extension of the principles of 
matrilineality and provide what might well be an insurmountable hurdle 
for theorists who see the whirring of a biological kin-selection engine be-
neath the surface of every social system. On the other hand, the existence 
of the Nayar and Na systems does not do much to weaken the general ob-
servations about the fundamental role of acknowledged mothers and fa-
thers in nurturing children.

The Nayar were a warrior caste that lived in mixed-caste villages among 
the several kingdoms of the Malabar coast in southwest India.17 They were 
organized into landed estates called taravad, which included a large, 
many-roomed house with a veranda and fields of cultivated land. Nayar 
men were trained in military exercises and went away for prolonged pe-
riods for exploits on behalf of the non-Nayar king. The agricultural work 
in Nayar fields was performed by workers of lower castes. The taravad 
were social units as well as houses and estates, and as such were strictly 
matrilineal. A boy and girl belonged to the taravad of their mother and re-
mained so for life. They were also permanently resident in the taravad and 
were conceived by Nayars to share the physical substance of the Nayar es-
tate. That is, the Nayars so identified with their taravads that they thought 
that the people and the soil shared substance.18

Shortly before puberty, Nayar girls participated in a ceremony in which 
each was ritually joined with a designated male from a linked section of 
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another taravad. This relationship was not sexually consummated, and 
the man had no further obligation to the girl or she to him, except that she 
and her children were expected to perform a mourning ceremony for him 
at his death. After this symbolic marriage rite, the girl was free to com-
mence sexual relations with any men who were Nayar but not members of 
her own taravad. She could also commence sexual relations with certain 
members of the Brahmin caste. There was no limit to the number of lovers 
she might take, and the lovers gained no rights over her or her property.19

A Nayar woman who became pregnant, however, stood in need of one 
of her lovers coming forward to acknowledge paternity by performing a 
public rite. If none did, it would be assumed that she had had sexual rela-
tions with a man of lower caste, and she would have been expelled from 
her taravad — stripped of social status and driven away. The acknowledged 
father of her child, however, bore no particular obligation to the child. 
Whether he had an informal relation with his children, we do not know, 
but Nayars put no cultural emphasis on paternity past the point of assur-
ing themselves that caste purity had not been violated.20

The Nayar had a vestigial form of marriage and paternity. The Na ap-
pear to have neither. (Stacey’s chapter in this volume refers to the Na as 
the Mosuo.)21 They are a tribal group, numbering about 30,000, descended 
from Qiang immigrants who arrived in the area in the second century. In 
the eighth century, the Na’s ancestors conquered some of their neighbors 
and formed a short-lived kingdom. The Na, along with three other tribes 
in Yunnan and Sichuan who speak related Tibetan languages, appear to 
be surviving fragments of the original ethnic group that created the Nan 
Zhao kingdom, but all four groups dispute this and claim distinct origins.22

The Na traditionally farmed oats, buckwheat, and flax and kept chick-
ens and pigs. In the last century they expanded into other crops and ac-
quired additional livestock. Currently 70 percent of their fields are de-
voted to rice. The Na were dry farmers who lived in villages and traded 
pork for salt, tea, cotton, and small luxuries.23 Though not a prosperous 
group, they were stratified into three sections: an aristocracy consisting of 
members of the lineage of the Chinese government–appointed governor; 
commoner lineages; and servant lineages.24 The Na have been under Han 
Chinese administration for 1,400 years. Like the Nayars, the Na cannot re-
ally be conceived as having an autonomous social system. Rather, they are 
an enclave subordinate to and dependent on a larger system. That status 
does not by itself explain the peculiar Na social structure but is probably a 
necessary precondition for it.
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What makes the Na peculiar is their disdain for marriage. They are by 
no means ignorant of what marriage is or how marriage may be used to 
assign children to social groups. They see the practice carried on by their 
non-Na neighbors, and some Na in all three strata indeed marry. When 
men and women of the aristocratic Na stratum marry, the ordinary Na 
rule that assigns children to the lineage of their mother kicks into reverse. 
The children of a male aristocrat who marries belong to his matrilineage, 
and the children of a female aristocrat who marries belong to her hus-
band’s matrilineage.25 This reversal holds even if the spouse is from a 
nonaristocratic lineage. It is as though a Na who chooses to marry has 
changed his or her sex.

The person who transmits to children his or her membership in a lin-
eage is called an ong, which means “bone.”26 This too seems a little odd. In 
a great many cultures, fathers and mothers are conceived as contributing 
different substances to the formation of the child. Far more commonly, fa-
thers are conceived as contributing bones, mothers the blood. The Na see 
no such mixture in the child; the parental contribution is all bone, and the 
mother normally provides it.

The normal Na pattern of procreation is for a man to visit a woman 
in her house for sexual intercourse but to remain resident in his own lin-
eage’s house.27 Sometimes, however, a man and woman will cohabit for 
a period without getting married.28 Children resulting from these cohabi-
tations are assigned to lineages according to yet another peculiar set of 
rules. Male children from cohabitations are assigned to the lineage of the 
male, and female children to the lineage of the female. As a result, full sib-
lings of opposite sex resulting from these unions belong to different lin-
eages and are, in Na terms, unrelated. This rule, however, does offer a kind 
of social mobility. The son of a servant stratum woman by a commoner 
becomes a member of his progenitor’s commoner lineage, and the son of 
a commoner stratum woman by a servant becomes a member of his pro-
genitor’s commoner lineage.

One can immediately see in these rules that Na are fully capable of 
building social realities on the basis of paternity, but for the purpose of 
the overall architecture of their social system, paternity is radically deval-
ued and largely ignored. Most Na profess both ignorance about who their 
fathers are and indifference to the question. Male Na outside the context 
of marriage or cohabitation pay no particular attention to the children re-
sulting from their liaisons. Consistent with this, Na women put no spe-
cial restrictions on their sexual availability. Indeed, they show up in Marco 
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Polo’s Travels as an object of merriment: “When a man of this region sees 
a foreigner come to his house to find lodging or anything else, he happily 
and joyously welcomes him. . . . All women — wives, daughters, sisters, the 
whole lot — give themselves freely.”29

The Na definitely do not prefer to raise a child with an acknowledged 
mother and father. They prefer instead an acknowledged mother and 
mother’s brother. The mother’s brother, of course, plays an important role 
in the lives of his sister’s children in all matrilineal societies. Occasionally 
the role of the father is much diminished in these societies, although the 
general rule is that Fortes’s “complementary filiation” kicks in. Fatherhood 
is, in effect, split into two parts: the figure who bears the authority of the 
matrilineage to enforce rules, allocate resources, discipline the children, 
and make binding judgments, on one hand, and the solicitous, caregiving 
consort of the mother, on the other hand. The split runs down the middle 
of every man in a matrilineal society. One of the type cases is the Trobri-
and father who is legally bound to look after his sister’s children but whose 
heart is always with his own children. Part of the lineage legacy he must 
guard and transmit to his sister’s children is knowledge of clan magic, but 
he is perpetually giving away pieces of it to his own children.30

The Na has cured this internal division in men by erasing fatherhood. 
But the erasure is incomplete. Fatherhood keeps creeping back in as a 
kind of embarrassment that the Na have to acknowledge when lineage af-
fairs do not work out right. A lineage needs a balance of male and female 
labor as well as female members to perpetuate itself. If it finds itself with 
only male heirs, contracting a marriage to bring a woman (and her poten-
tial children) into the lineage may be an unwelcome necessity. Likewise, 
a lineage with all daughters may sometimes seek a husband to acquire 
male labor. Men, knowing that they will bear a disproportionate share 
of the workload as well as the opprobrium of being married, shun this 
arrangement but can be brought to it by sheer need. A more common 
solution is for the lineage to go to an outside ethnic group to acquire a 
husband.

The Na system just barely accommodates the anomaly of marriage. The 
language lacks a word for father, and the children of a married woman 
refer to their mother’s husband as ewu, the same word they use for ma-
ternal uncle. This makes sense, for their father is being assimilated to the 
role that their mother’s brother would normally play: the male authority 
figure of the lineage to which they belong and the man they look to for 
male nurturance.
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Can we accommodate the Na in any fashion with the proposition that 
“the preferred form of bringing a child into the world and raising it is to 
provide a child with an acknowledged mother and father”? Is the integra-
tive model of parenthood doomed by the Na example? I suspect not.

Stacey draws a contrasting conclusion, but she also redefines the terms 
of the debate in a way that distorts what is really at issue. Stacey assigns 
to those who argue for the accuracy of the integrative model of parent-
hood both a moralistic motive and a pair of titles (singular or universal-
ist) meant to characterize the position she disagrees with as ethnocentric 
and blind to the genuine variety of human social forms. She takes for her 
own position the term pluralist, to emphasize the openness of her view 
on the “changing character of family patterns across space, time, and cul-
ture.”31 But that changing character is in no sense in dispute. The issue is 
whether we can discern some underlying order in the great variety of so-
cial arrangements that humanity has contrived to govern parenthood. The 
matter hardly lies beyond the scope of fair-minded inquiry to resolve. Are 
forms of parenthood inventions that respect no natural limitations, or are 
they subject to systematic constraints? The answer does not come down 
to the “temperaments, tastes, and sensibilities” and “political principles” of 
the people asking the question. Rather, it comes down to how well we can 
explain the facts. For Stacey to characterize the Na (or Mosuo) as having a 
“brilliant time-tested strategy” begs a number of questions. A strategy for 
what? And who exactly has done the strategizing?

Terms like these may well apply to modern social movements such as 
the effort to establish gay marriage as a civil right, but they distort the his-
torical and cultural situation of a group such as the Na. The Na, like most 
people most of the time, make choices within a system not of their own 
devising. If they choose to maintain that system against external pressure 
to change, they do so for reasons of their own and surely not because they 
share Stacey’s view that their system “frees family fortunes and child well-
being from the capriciousness of sexual and romantic love.”32 The Na may 
be many things, but they are not postmodern feminists.

My opening proposition about mothers and fathers is tethered to the 
qualification “in virtually all cases.” The Na are the strongest exception in 
the ethnographic record and a perverse proof of principle. Instead of an 
acknowledged “father,” the Na substitute an acknowledged male nurturer 
in a long-term and indissolvable relationship with the mother. Mother’s 
brother is seen by the Na as the person best placed for this role, but 
mother’s husband will do as a substitute. This does not so much invert 
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the situation in most matrilineal societies as it does carry its logic to the 
furthest limits. Even there, the Na retain something very much like the in-
tegrative model of parenthood. The ewu is the child’s steady and reliable 
provider, guardian, and male comforter — just not the sexual companion 
of the child’s mother.

But even here, the Na exceptionalism comes at a price. Just as the 
ghosts of marriage and fatherhood haunt the system, so does the urge 
to integrate sexuality with the other aspects of a man’s relationship with 
his sister. The Na testify to this by their strong taboos surrounding the 
brother-sister relationship. They live in the same house, for example, 
but are prohibited from being together in a dark room. From around age 
seven, brother and sister are prohibited from talking about emotional is-
sues with each other or using coarse language in each other’s presence. 
When incest does occur, the offending parties are executed, and the tradi-
tional Na form for this is to seal the brother and sister together in a cave. 
Brother and sister face a lifetime taboo on mentioning anything emotional 
or sexual in one another’s presence.33 The Na, who possess no particular 
sense of sexual jealousy, have turned the fear of brother-sister incest into a 
symbolic axis of their culture.

All in all, the Na seem to have banished the conscious idea of father-
hood only to have it return in various disguises. Why did this particular 
system develop when and where it did? Why has it endured despite nu-
merous efforts by Chinese governments to suppress it? We do not know, 
but part of the answer is that the Na system of hypermatrilineality is one 
way of building a self-enclosed order inside the encompassing patrilin-
eal order of Han Chinese society. Their system allows the Na to be totally 
open and accommodating to strangers at one level while remaining to-
tally closed at another.

Having considered the Nayar and the Na, do we face a tide of other 
cases where parenthood is seriously in question? This is a matter of judg-
ment. Those anthropologists who adopt the position of radical diversity 
are likely to point to numerous social arrangements that ostensibly do not 
fit with what I have called “the preferred form of bringing a child into the 
world,” that is, with an acknowledged mother and father. Most of these 
cases, however, pose no real challenge. Let me briefly consider some of the 
conclusions about the family drawn from these cases.



96

Peter Wood

The Nuclear Family Is Not Always the Primary Social Unit
That the nuclear family is not always the primary social unit is true and 
has been known to anthropologists since the beginning of systematic eth-
nographic inquiry, but it has no necessary bearing on whether the integra-
tive model of parenthood is accurate. For example, in villages in India the 
common social unit is the joint family, in which brothers bring home their 
wives to a household in which the in-marrying wives share responsibilities 
under the often harsh supervision of their mother-in-law.34 The shared re-
sponsibilities include child care, but mothers and fathers know who their 
own children are and pay special attention to them. Typically as the joint 
household ages, strains increase, and eventually the household breaks up 
as the brothers go their own ways with their wives and children.35

The Indian joint family is not an amalgamation of several nuclear 
families. It is a social unit in its own right expressed in the architecture 
of houses, customary law on marriage and inheritance, and child-rearing 
patterns. The shared components of female nurturance matter profoundly 
and are reflected, as Stanley Kurtz has pointed out, in the imagery of 
Hindu goddesses who, despite their different appearances and powers, are 
said ultimately to be a single entity.36 “All the mothers are one,” says the 
Indian villager, who at the same time knows that one particular mother 
stands out as his own.

Another South Asian family structure sometimes cited as evidence of 
the weakness of the integrative model of parenthood is the household 
based on fraternal polyandry that is found in parts of the Himalayas. For 
example, Luintel, writing on a Nepalese group that practices polyandry, 
concludes, “For the Nyinba, it does not matter so much who the biologi-
cal father is, given that social fatherhood is a collective and symbolic ex-
pression of power configurations at large.”37 This is where several broth-
ers will be married to and coresident with one woman. The joint wife in 
these cases takes care to know which of her husbands is the father of each 
child and generally gives priority to the oldest brother. Children of these 
families have only one father, and younger brothers typically spend great 
effort to acquire their own wives and eventually to move out of the shared 
household.

Polygamy in any form results in social units unlike the nuclear family, 
but it does not displace the child’s need for both maternal and paternal 
care. In a polygynous household, women are mothers to their own chil-
dren; in a polyandrous household, men are fathers to their own children. 
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Plural marriage creates situations of both cooperation and competition 
among co-spouses that may affect the emotional life and material cir-
cumstances of the child. Ethnographers have been highly attentive to this, 
and thus we know pretty clearly that, no matter the division of labor in 
plural marriage, parents form unique and powerful bonds with their own 
children.38

Some Matrifocal Societies Put Little Stock in Paternal Involvement
The observation that some matrifocal societies put little value upon pa-
ternal involvement is not exactly true. There are indeed societies in which 
men form weak and not very durable alliances with women, and chil-
dren are raised, more often than not, in households where the mother 
is unmarried and the father unacknowledged or absent. This is familiar 
because of the exceptionally high out-of-wedlock birthrate in inner-city 
African American communities. Among the Nayar, male involvement in 
military expeditions meant prolonged absences. Communities dependent 
on long-distance trading or seafaring expeditions often created a situation 
in which children were fatherless for prolonged periods. It is an old story. 
Telemachus grew up waiting for Odysseus to return. Today, international 
migrant labor has created a new global system of matrifocal families sup-
ported by remittances and occasional visits by absentee husbands.

Women and children can get along without resident and reliable male 
support. That does not mean they generally want to or that they belong 
to a society that prefers that women bring children into the world with-
out provision for paternal care. In most of these situations, the absence 
of fathers is felt acutely, and the male links that do exist become heavily 
invested with symbolic importance. Among African-Caribbean families 
30 to 50 percent of households in the region are headed by women — Ja-
maica: 33.8 percent; Barbados: 42.9 percent; Grenada: 45.3 percent.39 But 
these are also societies in which both women and men conceive that the 
roles of husband and father are enormously important.40

Fatherlessness can become widespread when a social order breaks 
down as when the Pakistani army in 1971 engaged in mass rape of Bangla-
deshi women and left many thousands pregnant. Many of these women 
were subsequently shunned by their husbands and families. The Ban-
gladeshi government responded by offering abortions and adoptions, 
and the war babies were effectively “disappeared.” The tactic, however, 
lives on — the Bangladeshi army itself has used mass rape since the 1970s 
against the restive Jumma tribal minority.
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War, famine, severe impoverishment, and other external causes can 
force a society to suspend its moral expectations about how to bring chil-
dren into the world, but it is much harder to find societies in which chil-
dren are raised by preference without fathers. The Na are one case; per-
haps our own society will provide another as in the case of women who 
voluntarily seek artificial insemination to bear children who come into 
the world without the prospect of fathers. Anthropology is not a source 
of moral rules or reflections on what a society ought to do, but only a sys-
tematic account of what societies actually do.41

But I would not rush to scrap our current understandings. Murphy 
Brown–style reproduction has not yet been institutionalized in the West. 
All human societies can be seen, in one sense, as experiments. Some fail; 
others thrive. The Na, by any standard, have shown their social order 
works within the political and material conditions of South China. On 
matters dealing with human reproduction, we should perhaps withhold 
a verdict on viability until a few generational cycles have run their course.

The West is a fecund source of social experimentation. Many of these 
experiments have indeed failed. Some we look back on as mere oddi-
ties — as in the Shaker attempt to build communities on the basis of total 
celibacy, or the Oneida Community’s attempt to promote group marriage. 
In any case, we ought to see some evidence that a novel practice such as 
elective fatherlessness endures before writing it into theories of human 
nature.

Some Societies Have a Relaxed Approach to Giving Children Away  
for Adoption or Fostering
The observation that some societies freely rely upon adoption or foster-
ing children to ensure their care is true and the ethnographic record ex-
tensive. Fostering children — sending them to live in another household 
without relinquishing the formal rights of the parents — is particularly 
common in West Africa, the Andes, and Micronesia.42 The existence of 
mechanisms to assign children to the care of people other than their birth 
parents does not weigh against the proposition that the preferred form 
of bringing a child into the world and raising it is to provide a child with 
an acknowledged mother and father. Societies must have contingency 
plans for raising children whose parents die or become incapacitated. But 
fostering and adoption also occur for reasons that suggest that, in some 
societies, parents relinquish care of their children to others with relative 
ease — and this indeed points to a weakness in the integrative model.
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When a single mother fosters a child because of financial hardship, and 
a married couple who already have many children relinquish a child who 
can be better cared for by another couple, the integrative model is not 
discomforted — and this appears to account for most of the West African 
cases. In that situation, fostering is a voluntary reallocation of children to 
improve their chances of thriving. Something similar appears to be the 
case in the Andes. One ethnographer recently calculated that about 10 
percent of the children in the community she studied had been fostered, 
or “given,” as the Bolivian peasants put it.43 Though formal adoption is 
rare, the feeding of children is invested with symbolic importance. Feed-
ing, along with other acts of nurturing, is said “to make a child into a son 
or daughter.” The children “almost always” move from poorer to wealthier 
households, and frequently from young couples to older ones.

The Micronesian situation is more challenging. There we find the wide-
spread practice of sending children to live and be raised in other house-
holds for no particular reason other than friendly relations among the 
adults.44 The child in this kind of fostering appears not to suffer a decline 
in emotional or physical care, but we are left to ponder the seeming in-
souciance of the arrangement. It suggests that parents are, more or less, 
interchangeable in the eyes of Micronesians. Technically, the proposi-
tion that the children are brought into the world with an acknowledged 
mother and father is preserved; the acknowledged identity of a child who 
is fostered does not lapse, but with startling fluidity, the responsibility of 
nurturing the child can be transferred to another family.

Conclusion
The anthropological study of kinship is a searchlight that has been 
trained on a great variety of intellectual and humane problems over the 
last century and a half. In that time, it helped to transform our view of 
humanity.

Contemporary Westerners pride themselves on a cosmopolitan out-
look that takes common humanity for granted and prizes cultural differ-
ence. The achievement owes much to the contributions of anthropologists 
who taught us to see human differences not as an unbridgeable gulf but 
as variations on a set of common themes. The most basic of these themes 
is kinship, and the most basic element of kinship is the relation of parent 
to child.

Having enthusiastically taken up the idea that everybody else in the 
world possesses his own practical way of doing things, his own view of the 
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order of the world, and his own values, we are increasingly at a loss — once 
again — to see the common humanity.

Social and cultural differences are important, but we misread them if 
all we see in those differences is the human capacity endlessly to innovate 
new cultural forms. That innovation is bounded by numerous practical 
constraints, of which the most immovable is the need to bring each new 
generation to healthy maturity and to possession of the knowledge and 
motivation to carry on.

Nature, in stripping our species of many animal instincts and giving us 
instead a power of self-creation, leaves us vulnerable to cultural mistakes. 
We do not know how many societies have perished because they miscal-
culated their resource reserves; or burned their own houses and crops in a 
moment of millenarian delusion; or allowed their rate of reproduction to 
fall below the replacement level; or chose a path of child rearing that pro-
duced adults indifferent to the fate of their community. That a social order 
is extant at the moment is no guarantee that it can be sustained, and the 
world is full of middens marking where bygone groups once toiled.

The ethnographic record offers a cautionary tale. We see precious few 
instances in which societies depart from the integrative model of child 
rearing, which attempts to make out of each husband and wife, a com-
mitted father and mother. Societies can and do create socially approved 
exceptions, sometimes from necessity, and sometimes in a search for a 
wider field of social amity and security. But even the exceptions are bound 
by the search for ways to ensure that children receive paternal as well as 
maternal care.
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Legal Parenthood, Natural and Legal Rights, and the  
Best Interests of the Child 

An Integrative View

Don Browning 

The question to which I respond is this: How should contemporary family 
law define who is a parent in light of the rights of the parent, the rights of 
children, and the best interests of the child?

Overall, modern human rights thinking, as it pertains either to children 
or adults, stands largely devoid of critical grounding. The historically most 
influential tradition conveying human rights to the modern world — the 
natural rights and natural law traditions of Aristotelian and Stoic philoso-
phy, Roman law, and the early Roman Catholic canonists — has been for 
the most part publicly rejected in the United States.

I will argue, however, that this influence lingers in the content of two 
major human rights documents whose intellectual history I analyze in 
this chapter: the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR) and the 
United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC). These docu-
ments focus on the front door of family formation in striking contrast to 
so much of today’s U.S. family law scholarship that focuses on the back 
door of family dissolution.

This chapter argues for the relevance of natural law and rational philo-
sophical approaches, of which religious thinkers have been custodians, 
to today’s questions about adults’ and children’s rights when it comes to 
legal definitions of parenthood. It suggests that religious language has 
functioned to stabilize insight gained from natural observation and philo-
sophical argument. The chapter traces the natural law and rational philo-
sophical roots of what we are calling the integrative tradition and its influ-
ence on significant human rights documents in international law.

In a paired chapter, legal scholar David Meyer ably examines how the 
rights of adults and the rights of children can come into conflict and iden-
tifies what he believes to be the limits of rights talk in deciding issues such 
as defining parenthood.1 Meyer sees attention to the unique rights of both 
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children and adults present in seminal international human rights instru-
ments such as the UDHR and the CRC.

My approach, by contrast, is to reveal what I believe to be the deeper-
seated intellectual history that led to these instruments, a background 
that helps us to understand the concern those drafting these documents 
had for the natural family and in particular the needs of children within it. 
This tradition, I believe, helps to shed light on contemporary discussions 
of how to define parenthood.

The chapter also offers contrasting examples of family law scholar-
ship, with encouraging contemporary examples of scholarship attentive 
to the integrative tradition compared with other current, more perva-
sive approaches. Overall, the chapter affirms that marriage and biologi-
cal relatedness should remain central in law’s orientation to questions 
of defining parenthood, even as the law is and should be attentive to 
the varieties of families and parent-child relationships in special need of 
support.

The integrative tradition traced here begins with the later Plato and Ar-
istotle, interacts with the doctrine of creation in Judaism and Christianity, 
appears in early medieval rights theory, gets synthesized with Roman law 
in the moral theology of Thomas Aquinas, and becomes transmitted to 
secular family law during the early years of the Protestant Reformation. 
Later, this tradition was mediated by Charles Malik and Jacques Marit-
ain to the committee that wrote the UDHR, ratified in 1948. The tradition 
came to Malik and Maritain most directly from late nineteenth-century 
and early twentieth-century Roman Catholic social teachings.

Assumptions about Modernity
The question of modernity — its logic, power, and degree of inevitabil-
ity — is important for understanding the decline of the integrative tradi-
tion. Western modernization is best characterized by the powerful dialec-
tic between cultural individualism2 and the spread of technical rationality, 
defined as the increasing use of means-end thinking and action to achieve 
a range of short-term life satisfactions.3 Family law theories can be clas-
sified by whether they consider it the task of law to resist modernization 
(e.g., the work of Margaret Brinig, a contributor to this volume, which I 
shall discuss)4 or conform to and possibly promote it (e.g., contributor to 
this volume June Carbone, as well as Martha Ertman, Martha Albertson 
Fineman, and the American Law Institute’s Principles of the Law of Family 
Dissolution,5 which I shall also discuss).
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In the field of human sexuality, the forces of modernization have intro-
duced a variety of separations — separations between marriage and sexual 
intercourse, marriage and childbirth, marriage and child rearing, childbirth 
and parenting, and — with the advent of assisted reproductive technolo-
gies — childbirth from sexual intercourse and biological filiation.6 The in-
tegrative approach to parenthood views these separations with concern. 
Many sociologists and legal scholars, in contrast, hold that these moderniz-
ing forces are both inevitable and mostly benign. Rather than resisting them, 
law and public policy should accommodate and try to order the conse-
quences.7 The diversity model of parenthood reflects these latter convictions.

Thin and Thick Views of the Child’s Best Interests
The concept of the best interests of the child floats in meaning. In law it 
sometimes refers to the child’s right to basic nurturance and physical care 
or, at other times, the child’s right to economic and social capital.8 There is 
evidence, however, that law often narrows the child’s best interests to thin 
and one-dimensional affective intersubjective relationships. This narrow-
ing accounts for law’s strong emphasis on the child’s needs for continuity 
of relationships in the midst of the multiple separations in the sexual field 
that I listed earlier. I argue, however, that law’s move in this direction over-
looks other institutional, cultural, and biological factors deserving consid-
eration in determining the best interests and rights of children.

Instead, the law should be guided, in both family formation and dissolu-
tion, by a thick, multidimensional model of the best interests of the child. 
The best-interests principle should entail simultaneously respecting the 
child’s emerging personhood and working to actualize the basic goods 
(sometimes called premoral goods) needed for human flourishing. This 
view is both Kantian in its emphasis on respect for the emerging person-
hood of the child and Aristotelian in valuing the teleological goods required 
for healthy development. From a human development perspective, this 
view also acknowledges that the needs of the child emerge on a timetable 
in such a way that meeting early needs is foundational for the consolida-
tion of later ones, as Erik Erikson, Robert Kegan, and others have shown.9

Reading the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child  
in Light of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights
Contemporary American family law has overlooked how the integra-
tive tradition helped to define the rights and best interests of the child in 
modern human rights law. An excellent case study is found in the CRC, 
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adopted in 1989 and ratified by all member states except the United States 
and Somalia and considered the definitive international document on 
children’s rights (including within the United States, a nation deeply in-
volved in drafting the document although it has not ratified it). There is a 
deep but poorly understood human rights tradition behind the CRC. This 
tradition is evident in the UDHR, which powerfully influenced the draft-
ers of the CRC. In unearthing the historical sources of first the UDHR and 
then the CRC, we will gain insights into the multidimensional language of 
children’s rights.

The UDHR devotes much attention to the rights of the family, in con-
trast to the rights of individual parents. It firmly establishes the priority of 
family rights and responsibilities when it states in Article 16(3), “The fam-
ily is the natural and fundamental group unit of society and is entitled to 
protection by society and the State.” This statement became a mantra in 
subsequent human rights statements. For example, it can be found in Ar-
ticle 10 of the International Covenant on Economic, Social, and Cultural 
Rights (1966) and in Article 23(1) of the International Covenant on Civil 
and Political Rights (1966).10 But what do these words mean? Where did 
they come from?

Charles Malik, the highly influential Lebanese philosopher and states-
man, was the source of the UDHR’s emphasis on the family as the “natural 
and fundamental group unit of society.” Originally, Malik had proposed a 
bigger idea. He wanted to insert the sentences “The family deriving from 
marriage is the natural and fundamental group unit of society. It is en-
dowed by the Creator with inalienable rights antecedent to all positive law 
and as such shall be protected by the State and Society.”11 Malik believed 
that the inclusion of “natural” and “endowed by the Creator” assured that 
the marriage-based family would be seen as endowed by its own “inalien-
able rights,” not viewed as a human invention subject to the caprice of ei-
ther the state or current public opinion.12 In Malik’s original formulation, 
he tried to preserve the priority of the rights of natural parents, the impor-
tance of marriage-based parenthood, the prima facie rights of children to 
be raised by their natural parents, and a larger narrative that sanctioned 
and stabilized these values.

Malik was not successful in getting this stronger statement into the 
UDHR. Two of the four values he cherished were lost: the importance of 
marriage-based parenthood and a reference to the religious narrative his-
torically used to support this institution. He was able to retain the empha-
sis on the “family as the natural and fundamental group unit of society,” 
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a phrase that then later influenced both parental and children’s rights as 
framed in the CRC. This phrase, in effect, asserted that it was the role of 
society and the state to protect and enhance the family, but it also implied 
that neither society nor the state created the family or endowed it with its 
basic rights. The family has preexisting rights resident in its very nature 
and the functions it performs. In many ways, however, the UDHR’s affir-
mation about the family as natural and fundamental hangs in midair as a 
bald statement of natural law devoid of the actual arguments, history, and 
narratives that motivated its original formulation.

Malik drew on the natural law and natural rights tradition mainly me-
diated by the Roman Catholic Church. His formulation asserts the idea 
that natural parents, on average, show more care and investment in their 
children than the state or other parental substitutes. This was not just a 
statement about the rights of parents to keep and invest in their children. 
The statement also asserted the rights of children to be born into a society 
that in principle protects their natural interest in being raised by those 
most likely to be invested in their well-being, that is, the individuals who 
conceive them.

The idea that the family is “the natural and fundamental group unit of so-
ciety” drew on ancient insights into what evolutionary psychologists today 
call kin altruism. Aristotle provided much of the naturalistic and philo-
sophical language for the centrality of kin altruism in family theory found in 
Western philosophy, law, and religion. Aristotle’s arguments also influenced 
the powerful theory of subsidiarity that constitutes the philosophical core 
of Roman Catholic social teachings on the relation of family and state.

Kin altruism names our tendency as human beings to invest more of 
ourselves in those to whom we are biologically related. Aristotle, in his 
Politics, writes, “In common with other animals and with plants, man-
kind have a natural desire to leave behind them an image of themselves.”13 
Aristotle rejected Plato’s idea in The Republic that civic health would be 
improved if competing nepotistic families were undermined by removing 
children from their procreating parents and raising them in anonymity 
with nurses appointed by the state. Plato had hypothesized that if no one 
knew who their children or parents were, then all preferential treatment 
would end and pure justice would emerge.14 Aristotle, by contrast, be-
lieved that if the state separated natural parents from their offspring, then 
love would become “watery” and diluted. The energy that fueled parental 
care would be lost. Violence would grow because the inhibiting factor of 
consanguinity would be removed.15
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The great Roman Catholic theologian Thomas Aquinas renewed and 
expanded on this idea with a double language that was simultaneously 
bio-philosophical and religious. Aquinas’s bio-philosophical view was in-
formed by Aristotle, while his religious language principally came from 
the biblical book of Genesis and New Testament commentary on Gen-
esis.16 Aquinas’s religious language functions to stabilize insight gained 
from natural observation and from philosophical argument found princi-
pally in Aristotle.

Aquinas’s naturalistic view of parenthood recognized that human 
mothers become more easily attached to their infants because they carry 
them for months and expend enormous energy in giving birth to them. He 
also had insights into the natural conditions under which human males 
attach to their offspring. First, the long period of human infant depen-
dency makes it very difficult for human mothers to raise infants by them-
selves. Aquinas believed that mothers, therefore, are inclined to turn to 
their male consorts for help.17 The probable fathers are much more likely 
to attach to their infants if they have a degree of certainty that the infant 
is actually theirs and is therefore continuous with their own biological 
existence.18 Males also attach to their offspring and consorts because of 
the mutual assistance and affection that they receive from the infant’s 
mother.19 He recognized that sexual exchange between mother and father 
helped to integrate the male into the mother-infant dyad. When fathers 
recognize, identify with, and comprehend their continuity with their off-
spring, they are more likely to take care of them as they would their own 
body, invest in them over a long period of time, and seek to preserve them 
into adulthood. These natural conditions listed by Aquinas strikingly 
parallel those now held by evolutionary psychologists to explain why hu-
mans, in contrast to most other mammals, form long-term attachments 
between fathers and mothers for the care of their infants and children.20

According to Aquinas and the ecclesial and civil law that he influenced, 
this tendency for fathers to bond with their recognized children, stabi-
lized through sexual and help exchange with their children’s mother, con-
stitutes the natural grounds for the long-term commitment giving rise to 
the institution of marriage. Much later, Charles Malik affirmed the family 
as the natural group unit of society but also wanted to tie it to the rein-
forcements of marriage, something he failed to accomplish in the UDHR.

Malik’s sources did not end with Aquinas. He drew on the theory of 
subsidiarity that began taking shape in the writings of Pope Leo XIII at 
the end of the nineteenth century, especially his Rerum Novarum (1891) 
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on Catholic social teachings. The concept of subsidiarity was a philosophi-
cal idea nestled within a theological context but also analytically inde-
pendent of it. Subsidiarity means that state and market should give sup-
port (subsidum) to both intact and disrupted families when they are in 
situations of special stress. But, at the same time, neither state nor market 
should do anything intentionally to disturb or take over the natural incli-
nations and capacities of parents and families to care for one another.

Leo XIII believed that humans should have certain prima facie rights 
and responsibilities to both the fruits of their bodily labor and the issue 
of their procreative labor. He understood these rights and responsibilities, 
which found expression in both Aristotle and Aquinas, to be laws of na-
ture. With regard to natural parents, this law was true because parents 
by nature would see themselves in their children and thereby be more 
invested in them. Similarly, infants and children gradually would come 
to see themselves in their parents of conception and be more inclined to 
attach to, develop with, and follow their lead. Therefore, parents should 
have both the primary responsibility to discharge this care and the rights 
needed to do this without undue interference from society, state, and 
market.21

These ideas help to explain what Malik and the UDHR meant when 
they referred to the family as the natural and fundamental “group unit” 
that is “entitled to protection by both society and the State.” The phrase 
“group unit” refers to the web of natural inclinations toward solidarity and 
deep attachment that spring from bonded relations between husband and 
wife and between parents and their offspring, as well as the offspring’s in-
clination to identify with natural parents.

Subjective Rights, Objective Rights, and Aquinas
Given this history of the integrative tradition, what might be needed going 
forward? Human rights theory, particularly a theory about the rights of 
children, requires both some understanding of the subjective powers that 
humans have a right to exercise and some narrative about the purpose of 
life. Narratives about the purpose of life enable us to coordinate and pat-
tern potentially conflicting subjective powers and rights.

The distinguished historian of medieval thought Brian Tierney tells 
us that when first elaborated in Western thought, subjective natural 
rights had to do with the exercise of our individual powers. On the other 
hand, objective natural rights were understood as the correct ordering 
of a “pattern of relations” between subjective rights,22 or what we might 
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understand as a pattern of mutually reinforcing subjective rights. From 
this perspective, the idea of the family as the “natural and fundamental 
group unit of society” is an objective right. It coordinates into a mutually 
reinforcing pattern the subjective rights of parents to their children and 
the subjective rights of children to care by their parents of conception.

A narrative view of the purpose of life is required for subjective powers 
to find their fully proper relation to one another in a theory of objective 
right. Nature gives hints of this objective order, but no theory of natural 
law, even when informed by contemporary scientific theories of nature, 
can by itself provide a theory of objective right sufficient to define the re-
spective rights and obligations of parents, children, and the state.

Tierney believes that theories of objective natural rights were elabo-
rated by Aristotle, Roman law, and Thomas Aquinas. But he also believes 
that eleventh- and twelfth-century Roman Catholic canonists introduced 
a theory of subjective natural rights that was later elaborated by William 
of Ockham. This theory of subjective natural rights eventually helped 
establish the individualistically oriented rights tradition of the last half 
century.

This intellectual history suggests that the doctrine of private ordering 
so prominent in American family law today — the right of adults to or-
ganize their lives as they see fit, rather than have the law impose terms 
upon them — is a contemporary manifestation of the tradition of subjec-
tive rights.23 Modern human rights thinking is often guilty of obscuring the 
doctrine of objective rights, unfortunately leaving us with a disconnected 
and contradictory list of subjective rights. In contrast to most family law 
thinking today, both the UDHR and the CRC come closer to the earlier 
theory of objective rights, understood as a pattern of mutually reinforcing 
subjective rights.

We might also dwell more deeply on how the tradition of thought found 
in Aquinas can help us. A close reading of Aquinas reveals that the needs 
of children are assigned central weight in giving objective form to the rela-
tion of parents’ and children’s rights and the institutional pattern that they 
should take. This stance is dramatically different from the privileging of 
adult rights implicit in the doctrine of private ordering that is so central to 
much of family law today.

For Aquinas, the central need that controls matters of sexuality and af-
fection between men and women is the long period of dependency that 
characterizes the human infant. Because of this prolonged period of vul-
nerability, the human child both requires and has a right to the long-term 
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bonding of his or her parents and, indeed, its institutionalization in matri-
mony. But Aquinas tells us that the response of procreating parents to the 
needs of their offspring varies from species to species. It is worth ponder-
ing the following insightful words attributed to Aquinas:

Yet nature does not incline thereto in the same way in all animals; 
since there are animals whose offspring are able to seek food im-
mediately after birth, or are sufficiently fed by their mother; and 
in these there is no tie between male and female; whereas in those 
whose offspring needs the support of both parents, although for a 
short time, there is a certain tie, as may be seen in certain birds. 
In man, however, since the child needs the parents’ care for a long 
time, there is a very great tie between male and female, to which tie 
even the generic nature inclines.24

In this tightly phrased paragraph we find a theory of both subjective and 
objective natural rights. It is the subjective need (and hence a subjective 
right) of the infant for care that puts pressure on the parents to form a 
“very great tie” — a tie that will, among other results, create the needed 
care for the infant. But, as we saw earlier, there is also a subjective need 
(and hence a subjective right) of both the mother and the father to care 
for that which they recognize as continuations of their own existence. 
When this parental recognition is consolidated, it forms the grounds for 
a bond — an attachment, to use the language of John Bowlby — that meets 
the infant’s deep need for security, continuity, and affirmation at the point 
of family formation.25

Aquinas also added a narrative that gave these naturalistic insights a 
new meaning and order. He knew that the natural inclinations of human 
beings had their limits. He noticed that when males recognized a child was 
theirs and also enjoyed certain satisfactions of sex and mutual helpful-
ness with the child’s mother, they might be inclined to remain attached to 
their infant. But Aquinas knew humans, especially males, had many other 
conflicting tendencies, such as desires “to indulge at will in the pleasure of 
copulation, even as in the pleasure of eating.” He tells us that males tend 
to fight one another for access to females, and they “resist another’s inter-
course with their consort.”26 The affections and attachments of humans, 
especially males, are easily distracted. They are unstable. We might call 
this the male problematic. So, on the basis of natural inclinations alone, 
even parental attachments are likely to be unstable. What more is needed?
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For Aquinas, a narrative was needed that justified the institution of 
marriage. In short, institutions stabilize human inclinations so that sub-
jective rights can find form in objective rights — so that parents’ rights, 
children’s rights, and the corresponding rights and responsibilities of the 
state can be consolidated, signaled, and forcefully communicated from 
the beginning of family formation. Only marriage can institutionally pat-
tern the subjective needs and rights of parents to attach to their offspring, 
the subjective needs of children to attach with their parents, and parents’ 
subjective need for an intimate and bonding relation with another.

As is well known, Aquinas, as did Peter Lombard before him, absorbed 
marriage into the sacramental system of the Roman Catholic Church. 
This led the church at that time to make marriage a spiritually empowered 
and unbreakable sacrament. In later Protestant understandings marriage 
came to be seen not as a sacrament but rather as a covenant.27 The long-
term dependency needs of the child both contributed to and were consol-
idated by a narrative about the covenant status of marriage — a covenant 
that was increasingly seen as not only between the couple but also be-
tween the couple and society, the couple and their religion, and the couple 
and whatever transcendent power they believed in.28

Modern Trends toward a Diversity Model versus  
an Integrative Model
Today, I would argue there are three reasons for the drift of American fam-
ily law away from the classic model described earlier. The first has to do 
with law’s preoccupation with what I call the “back door” of family law, 
that is, the law of family dissolution, in contrast to the “front door” of fam-
ily formation. The second is the pretension that law must be morally neu-
tral, especially about the norms of family formation. Envisioning law as 
collaborating with other cultural spheres — education, the arts, religion, 
psychology, sociology, and economics, as examples — in contributing to 
a cultural work that might reintroduce a reconstructed classic integra-
tive view is not popular in legal theory today but is worth pursuing. Third, 
much of family law theory believes modernization by necessity promotes 
private ordering and, for the most part, should be accommodated.

The American Law Institute’s Principles of the Law of Family Disso-
lution reflects mainline legal thinking both in its approach to the rights 
of parents and children and in its alleged moral neutrality and commit-
ment to family diversity.29 The report is famous for two salient moves rel-
evant to parental rights and children’s rights and best interests. First, at 
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the moment of family dissolution the report renders legal marriage and 
a range of cohabiting relationships equivalent before the law. Second, the 
report thinks about the rights and best interests of the child mainly from 
the angle of family disruption. Because of this, as noted previously, it views 
love and care largely as continuous of the child’s relationships with care-
givers in order to minimize the stress to the child of family breakdown 
and change. To advance the best interests of the child at the time of family 
dissolution, the Principles promotes “predictability in the concrete, indi-
vidual patterns of specific families.”30 In situations of family dissolution, 
the continued participation in the life of the child of parents by estoppel 
and de facto parents may be “critically important for the child’s welfare.”31

This emphasis on the continuity of caretakers leads the Principles to 
formulate one of its strongest provisions: that dissolving families with 
children must file a “parenting plan” that outlines the role that parents 
(both biological and other caretakers) will take in the child’s life on legal 
rights, decision-making rights, visitation rights, where the child will live, 
and how to resolve conflicts.32 This plan is highly contextual and reflects 
what moral philosophers call a “situation ethics.”33 It is fine-tuned for the 
best interests of the child at the back door of family life — the point of fam-
ily dissolution and reconfiguration. Even here the ambiguous borderline 
between what the report sometimes calls moral neutrality and at other 
times calls “fairness” requires that the plan be enacted without regard to 
“race, ethnicity, sex, religion, sexual orientation, sexual conduct, and eco-
nomic circumstances of a parent.”34

In dealing with the stress of family dissolution, chapter 6 of the Prin-
ciples begins directly to shape the normative context of parenting — the 
front door of family formation — in part by addressing the rise of domes-
tic partnerships. In an effort to induce fairness and responsibility between 
separating cohabiting partners and parents, the report’s recommenda-
tions would virtually impose, without the consent of the couple, the same 
laws of dissolution applicable in legal marriage.35 In effect, this stance 
makes cohabiting partners and married couples almost equivalent before 
the law.36

The Principles presents this parallel between cohabiting partnerships 
and marriage without acknowledging that the differences are significant, 
thereby obscuring the signaling power of institutions. Marsha Garrison 
points out that in marriage, in contrast to cohabitation, couples publicly 
elect and consent to the rules and in most cases treat marriage as a cov-
enant of great seriousness to which they bind themselves before family, 
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friends, community, and the state.37 The work of Garrison is vastly differ-
ent, for example, from the proposal by family law scholar Martha M. Ert-
man to replace the metaphors of status and covenant with the metaphors 
of what she calls the “implied contract” or implied “handshake.”38 Ertman’s 
view is consistent with the Principles in injecting into family formation 
and child rearing a world of contingency without conscious intentions, 
commitments, promises, and covenants witnessed publicly by friends, 
community, and whatever metaphysical reality the couple might assume. 
Whatever this move might achieve for adult subjective rights in the ques-
tionable doctrine of private ordering, it stunningly disconnects the pat-
tern of subjective rights between parents and children that made up the 
concept of objective family rights implicit in the UDHR and the CRC.

Martha Albertson Fineman and June Carbone
Trends embodied in the Principles are both fed by and reflected in the in-
fluential legal writings of family law scholars Martha Albertson Fineman 
and June Carbone. More than almost any other legal theorist, Fineman ad-
vances her position from the perspective of family dissolution. She sees 
contemporary society as an unpredictable place where “intimacies” be-
tween men and women — both inside of but more frequently outside of 
marriage — leave mothers with the care of their children, who are primar-
ily envisioned as highly dependent infants and young children. The child’s 
needs are defined primarily as a matter of holding, feeding, attaching, 
clothing, and cleaning human infants and children during a long period 
of dependency. While the classic integrative perspective on childhood de-
pendency included the child’s right to his or her father, Fineman uses her 
theory of dependency to de-emphasize a father’s role in family formation 
and after separation or divorce.

Fineman argues that government and public policy should shift from 
supporting the “sexual family” in the institution of marriage to support-
ing actual caretakers of dependent persons.39 She believes that the institu-
tion of marriage is disappearing and needs now to be de-legalized — no 
longer given explicit recognition and support before the law.40 Couples 
can marry within the contexts of their religious traditions, if they wish, 
and they can regularize their unions with individually crafted and legally 
recognized contracts.41 Instead of supporting the institutional status of le-
galized marriage, law and public policy should give legal recognition, sup-
ports, and protections to caregivers and nurturers.42 The attachments of 
kin altruism would work only between mother and child. Fineman uses 
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the mother-child dyad as a metaphor for the basic nurturing unit. The fa-
ther is marginalized or excluded, except to the extent that he takes on a 
caretaking (understood as a mothering) role.

Carbone agrees with Fineman in holding that marriage should no lon-
ger be at the center of family law. She is not as aggressive as Fineman, 
however, in recommending that marriage be de-legalized. She contends 
that society and public policy must recognize family law’s paradigm shift 
from emphasizing married partners to making the parent-child relation-
ship central, whether parents are married or not.43 Whereas Fineman 
marginalizes both marriage and the care provided by fathers, Carbone val-
ues the care of both mothers and fathers. She would, however, relinquish 
the institution of marriage and replace it with law’s enforcement of paren-
tal responsibility and the subsidies of public welfare. For Carbone, moral 
obligations run primarily from the parent to the child and from the state 
to the parent-child relationship. There are few if any moral obligations be-
tween the parents as partners — married or not — that have implications 
for the rights and best interests of the child.44

Margaret Brinig: Covenant and Care
Family law professor Margaret Brinig offers a different and from the in-
tegrative perspective more encouraging point of view. Brinig draws upon 
Western legal, philosophical, and religious heritage and combines legal 
theory with empirical research. Her approach enables her family law 
scholarship to achieve a rich double language that both describes and 
retrieves the classical marital concepts of covenant and one-flesh union 
while also explaining the social functions of marriage with empirical data 
using the new institutional economics. Brinig opposes Fineman’s desire to 
de-legalize marriage, Carbone’s interest in replacing legal marriage with 
law’s support of parenthood, and the Principles’ concern to make domes-
tic partnerships equivalent to legal marriage.45

Brinig preserves in fresh terms the accomplishments of older Jewish 
and Christian traditions of jurisprudence without becoming apologetic 
for them as such. Her position is theologically sensitive, consistent with 
the integrative model found in the classics on marriage and child care of 
Augustine and Thomas Aquinas, as well as with the latter’s influence on 
the UDHR and the CRC.

Brinig achieves this synthesis by developing a phenomenology of cov-
enant — a description of the model of marriage that historically has dom-
inated Western thinking in law, culture, and religion. She then employs 
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both the new institutional economics and evolutionary psychology in 
ways analogous to how Aquinas used the psychobiology and institutional 
theory of Aristotle to shape Roman Catholic marriage theory and much 
of the later Western legal tradition of marriage.46 Brinig’s approach illus-
trates how covenant thinking can be translated into secular law’s rightful 
concern with the hard procreative, economic, and health realities of mar-
riage and family.

Brinig argues that the post-Enlightenment contractual model of mar-
riage that sees it as a freely chosen agreement is inadequate to both our 
experience of marriage and our past legal understandings of the institu-
tion. Western marriage has been viewed as a solemn agreement to a 
union of “unconditional love and permanence” through which the “parties 
are bound not only to each other but also to some third party, to God or 
the community or both.”47

Brinig then turns to what is commonly called the “new institutional 
economics.”48 This perspective both builds on yet goes beyond the ra-
tional-choice view advocated by Nobel Prize–winning economist Gary 
Becker and law and economics theorist Judge Richard Posner. Marriage, 
Brinig argues, is more like a firm than an individualistically negotiated 
contract. A firm is an association organized to perform a specific func-
tion, achieve economies of scale, capitalize on special talents of individual 
participants, and relate to external parties as a collective unit. A firm is 
based on a prior agreement — something like a covenant — between the 
parties involved and the surrounding community about the purpose of 
the corporate unit. About the analogy between firms and covenantal mar-
riage, Brinig observes: “This agreement does not purport to anticipate all 
future transactions among the firm members. In fact, one of the goals of 
the firm is the elimination of explicit interparty contracting and account 
keeping.”49

The new institutional economics helps us see things in the firm and in 
marriages (especially marriages with children) that the older individualis-
tic rational-choice economic model missed. The firm model enables us to 
grasp how marriages formed by settled public commitments (covenants) 
to each other, potential children, and society develop identifiable social 
patterns that convey trusted information, dependable access to known 
and valued goods, and valued reputations both within the marriage and 
between the marriage and the wider community.50

Marriages that result in children are more like a particular type of firm 
called a franchise. A set of imposed responsibilities come from the needs 
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(or subjective rights, to use the older terminology) of the child that cannot 
be totally dissolved even with legal divorce. Brinig believes that the inex-
tricable one-flesh union and the shared family history do “not disappear” 
when the marriage ends or the child turns eighteen. She argues that “mar-
riage persists to a certain degree in spite of divorce. To the extent that it 
persists, the family still lives on as what I call the franchise.”51

Brinig’s phenomenology of covenant and her institutional economics 
is supported by empirical research. Her empirical studies with sociologist 
Steven Nock lead her to assert (in this volume and elsewhere), in contrast 
to much of contemporary legal theory, that the status of parents in legal 
marriage is a leading positive asset for the well-being of children.52 Brinig 
and Nock observe that abundant studies from both the United States and 
Europe show that cohabiting partnerships, even with children, are less 
stable than marriage.53

I make no claim that Brinig’s view is the only example of the integrative 
perspective in contemporary family law. But in her perspective, we have a 
jurisprudence of marriage that meets the rationality test of legal theory, yet 
is both influenced by and broadly compatible with the outlines of the clas-
sic integrative view of marriage, parenting, and the best interests of both 
the child and his or her parent.54 Her view respects the subjective rights of 
both children and parents but weaves them into an institutional pattern 
respecting and implementing the objective rights of the family, while also 
bridging the social space between secular law and the dominant models of 
love and marriage functioning historically in Western societies.

Conclusion
Overall, modern human rights thinking, as it pertains either to chil-

dren or to adults, stands largely devoid of critical grounding. The histori-
cally most influential tradition conveying human rights to the modern 
world — the natural rights and natural law traditions of Aristotelian and 
Stoic philosophy, Roman law, and the early Roman Catholic canon-
ists — has been for the most part publicly rejected in the United States.

This influence lingers, however, as seen in the content of the two major 
human rights documents that I have analyzed: the Universal Declaration 
of Human Rights and the United Nations Convention on the Rights of 
the Child. With regard to children and families, this international human 
rights tradition focuses on the front door, on family formation, in striking 
contrast to so much of today’s U.S. family law scholarship that focuses on 
the back door of family dissolution.
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The integrative tradition, with its deep natural law and rational philo-
sophical roots, carried within religious thinking, helps us to see that in-
stitutions stabilize human inclinations. Institutions help subjective rights 
find form in objective rights, so that parents’ rights, children’s rights, and 
the corresponding rights and responsibilities of the state can be consoli-
dated, signaled, and forcefully communicated.

Among institutions, only marriage can pattern the subjective needs 
and rights of parents to attach to their offspring, the subjective needs of 
children to attach with their parents, and parents’ subjective need for an 
intimate and bonding relation with one another. Through marriage, the 
law recognizes that while biology is certainly not everything, biology does 
matter in the likelihood of fathers attaching to the mother-child dyad and 
bonding with their children, and in the propensity of children and parents 
to recognize and see something of themselves in one another. Even as the 
law supports the variety of families and parenting arrangements in special 
need, it should, I argue, resume its long-standing attention to the impor-
tance of marriage and biological relatedness in institutionalizing family 
formation and defining legal parenthood.
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Family Diversity and the Rights of Parenthood

David D. Meyer

The rapid expansion of nontraditional living arrangements has made the 
definition of family a flash point in public discourse. In recent years, that 
debate has moved beyond a focus on the meaning or availability of mar-
riage, civil unions, and other adult relationships to include innovations in 
defining parenthood. As a small but growing number of states have rec-
ognized nontraditional caregivers as parents, even without the benefit 
of preexisting formal legal ties to the children in their care, judges, leg-
islators, and commentators have debated whether legal notions of par-
enthood should be expanded to keep up with evolving patterns of child 
rearing.

A significant strand of this debate concerns the role of rights. Critiqu-
ing recent developments as nothing less than a “revolution in parent-
hood,” the Commission on Parenthood’s Future suggests that a focus on 
the rights of adults who aspire to parent drives the expansive redefinition 
of parenthood: “In law and culture, parenthood is increasingly understood 
to be an institution oriented primarily around adults’ rights to children, 
rather than children’s needs for their mother and father.”1 Broader parental 
diversity, in this view, is a by-product of society’s acceptance of the rights 
claims of diverse adults — of infertile couples who wish to become par-
ents through assisted reproductive technology, of gays and lesbians who 
wish to form families through marriage or adoption, and of single men 
and women who wish to become parents without the entanglements of 
a partner.

At the same time, some appeal to rights to argue for a return to the 
integrative model of parenthood. By this view, rights — especially children’s 
rights — operate not as an accelerant to family diversification but as a 
brake. Some contend, for example, that children have a basic human right 
to be raised, “whenever possible .  .  . by the two people whose physical 
union made [them].”2 In the previous chapter, Don Browning emphasizes 
the natural law foundations of early conceptions of parenting rights and 
shows their influence on modern human rights instruments such as the 
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Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR) and the United Nations 
Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC).3 This tradition centered 
rights in “the natural family” and understood them to emanate from roles 
and relations that were ordered by God or nature rather than socially con-
structed. Browning contends that renewed attention to these rights, and 
to the central role of marriage in ordering and effectuating them, should 
privilege understandings of parenthood centered on biological repro-
duction and marriage. Yet, even in pressing to recapture this traditional 
conception of parenting rights, Browning acknowledges that it has lost 
ground in an increasingly crowded field of rights claims from other per-
spectives favoring broader or alternative definitions of parenthood.

The question this chapter poses, then, is to what extent the rights of 
affected individuals limit society’s choices concerning the construction of 
parenthood. Do the rights of children or adults require the state to en-
large the concept of parenthood to accommodate an expanding universe 
of family forms? Or do those rights require the state to channel child rear-
ing more narrowly into the traditional “two-parent, mother-father model 
of parenthood”?4

I conclude that the rights of children and, in some cases, adults do 
constrain the state’s choices in defining the parent-child relationship, but 
the limits are broad, evolving, and multidimensional. Consequently, they 
do not coalesce to compel adherence to any single model of parenthood, 
whether oriented around biology, marriage, adult intentions, or any other 
polestar. The rights of affected individuals will often require the state to 
justify its choices to deny parental status, especially when the state acts 
against established relationships. However, those rights do not reduce the 
state’s choices in defining parenthood either to the integrative model or, 
at the other end of the spectrum, to an anything-goes model of parenting 
diversity. Basic rights inevitably require some diversity in parenthood but 
do not compel public acquiescence in whatever child care arrangements 
adults may agree upon. Instead, rights analysis leaves significant room for 
democratic choice in the construction of parenthood.

In the section that follows, I summarize recent developments leading 
to a broader definition of legal parenthood. I then turn to consider claims 
that the rights of children or adults might dictate the identity of parents, 
either compelling or disallowing further innovation in the law of parent-
hood. In doing so, I conclude that three essential features of rights analy-
sis in this context — the potential for conflicting rightsholders, the poten-
tial for conflicting rights even of a single rightsholder, and the essential 
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softness of parental rights — combine to ensure that rights cannot reduce 
the meaning of parenthood neatly to any single model, whether integra-
tive or otherwise.

Diversity in Parenting
Patterns of parenting and child rearing have become markedly more di-
verse. The retreat of legal and social impediments to divorce and nonmari-
tal child rearing has fueled a dramatic rise in both the number of single 
parents and the number of children being raised in part by adult caregiv-
ers who have no pretense of a biological connection. Many such caregivers 
lack any formal legal ties to the children in their care, either through adop-
tion or through marriage to a parent of the children. Surveying the shift-
ing landscape at the dawn of the twenty-first century, a plurality of the U.S. 
Supreme Court acknowledged that “the demographic changes of the past 
century make it difficult to speak of an average American family.”5

In recent years, the growth rate in child rearing outside the nuclear 
family model appears to have leveled off. The locus of debate arguably 
has shifted from family life to family law, as courts and legislators have 
considered how to respond to the broader diversity of family living ar-
rangements. The first responses were comparatively modest, granting 
unconventional caregivers legal standing to preserve a relationship with 
children as nonparents. Many jurisdictions have extended a qualified legal 
status to such caregivers through doctrines such as “equitable adoption,” 
“in loco parentis,” or “de facto parenthood.” These doctrines generally con-
fer limited relationship rights with children but stop short of classifying 
the caregivers as true parents.6

More recently, jurisdictions in the United States and abroad have begun 
innovating with the legal definition of parenthood, accommodating new 
family forms by conferring not just stand-in forms of quasi-parent author-
ity but parenthood itself. In 2002, the American Law Institute called for 
recognition of new forms of parenthood based on caregiving and allowing 
for the possibility that a child might have three or more parents at once.7 
In 2005, the supreme courts of California and Washington each ruled that 
same-sex partners of biological mothers could be recognized as parents 
to children born during their relationship, even without adoption, based 
on the partners’ joint undertaking to parent together.8 The Delaware and 
Montana supreme courts extended this principle to recognize the paren-
tal interests of women who co-parented children adopted by their for-
mer partners.9 The House of Lords arrived at a similar result in a British 



127

Fam
ily Diversity and the Rights of Parenthood

custody dispute between two former same-sex partners. In In re G, the 
Lords recognized “at least three ways in which a person may be or become 
a natural parent of a child”: through a genetic connection, through gesta-
tion of a child, or through “social and psychological parenthood,” that is, 
through the bonds of day-to-day caregiving over time.10 By this definition, 
both the biological mother and her former partner qualified as “natural 
parents” in deciding custody, although the former’s additional genetic and 
gestational ties were properly considered “an important and significant 
factor” in evaluating the child’s best interests.11

Some states have opened new routes to parenthood based on the vol-
untary assumption of parental responsibility at birth. Pushed by federal 
welfare law, such states have recognized men as fathers based solely on a 
voluntary acknowledgment of paternity, even when all parties understand 
that the man is not the biological father.12 Legal parenthood is established 
solely by agreement of adults, making adoption or marriage unnecessary. 
State laws providing for same-sex marriage, civil unions, or expansive do-
mestic partnership laws allow both partners to be recognized as parents 
of a child born to one during the union, in the same way that husbands 
are presumed to be fathers of children born to their wives, though obvi-
ously without the same underlying assumption of a biological tie.13

While many of these changes de-emphasize biology, other changes si-
multaneously place new and unprecedented weight on biology in defining 
the identity of a parent. Aggressive efforts to collect child support for chil-
dren receiving public assistance, requiring mothers to cooperate in iden-
tifying fathers and establishing their paternity, have supported an “emerg-
ing definition of fatherhood based solely on biology.”14 That understanding 
of fatherhood has been starkly reinforced by developments in a number 
of states permitting men to “disestablish” their paternity, even after many 
years of acting as a child’s father, if DNA tests later rule out a biological 
connection.15 Taken together, these developments confirm that “around 
the world, the two-person, mother-father model of parenthood is being 
fundamentally challenged.”16

Diversity in Rights
The divisiveness of the “culture wars” over the family — with small pros-
pects for finding basic agreement through political dialogue — has fueled 
resort to rights analysis to vindicate one’s vision of family. Proponents 
of same-sex marriage, for example, have focused strategically on consti-
tutional litigation, hoping to bridge the gulf dividing popular opinion by 
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establishing a right to public recognition.17 Increasingly, appeals to rights 
analysis can be found in debates over parenthood as well, with alternating 
suggestions that the integrative model or diversity model of the family may 
be privileged by a proper understanding of constitutional or human rights.

In my view, however, rights claims cannot spare society the need to 
wrestle with the questions that divide us. Children and adults do have 
rights in the matter, but, for three basic reasons I shall elaborate, rights 
analysis only modestly constrains social constructions of parenthood. 
First, in at least some cases, questions of parental identity present a con-
flict among multiple rightsholders. Second, assigning parental status 
may implicate multiple and sometimes conflicting rights even of a single  
rightsholder, the child. The unavoidable need to resolve the tensions 
posed by the clash of multiple rights and rightsholders explains in part the 
third reason, the essential “softness” of parenthood rights. Any account of 
parenthood rights accepts that these rights are only prima facie, or pre-
sumptive, and ultimately are qualified by the need to accommodate com-
peting relationship interests and by other compelling social objectives.

Multiple Rightsholders 
Parenthood cannot be defined solely with reference to the rights of a sin-
gle individual. The CRC focuses on the rights of children with respect to 
their parents. Article 8 guarantees “the right of the child to preserve his or 
her identity, . . . including family relations.” Article 7 recognizes the right of 
every child, “as far as possible, . . . to know and be cared for by his parents.” 
Backing these declarations are fundamental assumptions about the moral 
entitlement of children to the basic conditions necessary for their survival 
and development. “The first right of any child,” writes Baroness Brenda 
Hale, “must be to be looked after, fed, clothed, housed, taken care of, and 
brought up to play his/her part in society.”18 The CRC entrusts children 
to the care of their parents on the assumption that parents will be most 
capable of meeting their basic needs. Thus, Article 27(2) provides: “The 
parent(s) or others responsible for the child have the primary responsibil-
ity to secure, within their abilities and financial capacities, the conditions 
of living necessary for the child’s development.” The state has a supple-
mentary duty to assist parents in ensuring that the child’s basic needs are 
met, “particularly with regard to nutrition, clothing and housing.”19

Similarly, the UDHR recognizes, in Article 16(3), that “the family is the 
natural and fundamental group unit of society and is entitled to protec-
tion by society and the State.” Like the CRC, the UDHR contemplates that 
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children will be raised within families and recognizes the state’s obliga-
tion to respect and protect the integrity of the family. Additional regimes 
of fundamental human rights embody the same principle. The European 
Convention on Human Rights (European Convention), for example, de-
clares in Article 8 that “everyone has the right to respect for his private 
and family life,” a guarantee carried over in Article 7 of the 2000 Charter of 
Fundamental Rights of the European Union (Charter).20 Indeed, the Char-
ter goes further, including a separate article focusing on “the rights of the 
child.” Like the CRC, it recognizes both children’s “right to such protec-
tion and care as is necessary for their well-being” and the right of “every 
child . . . to maintain on a regular basis a personal relationship and direct 
contact with both his or her parents, unless that is contrary to his or her 
interests.”21

Yet, as some of these later provisions reflect, it is not only children who 
enjoy basic rights respecting family life; rather, “everyone” is entitled to the 
blessings of family life. Indeed, other provisions give more direct recogni-
tion that this includes the right to be a parent. The UDHR, for example, in 
addition to recognizing the family as “the natural and fundamental group 
unit of society,” declares that “men and women of full age . . . have the right 
to marry and to found a family” (Article 16(1)). The European Convention 
and the Charter similarly provide, albeit with greater qualification, that 
“the right to marry and to found a family shall be guaranteed in accor-
dance with the national laws governing the exercise of these rights.”22

The European Court of Human Rights (ECHR) has construed these 
guarantees to encompass a right of at least some adults to establish and 
maintain status as parents. It has acted, for example, to protect the right 
of unwed fathers to a relationship with their children. In 2008, it ruled that 
France’s refusal to allow a lesbian to adopt a child internationally violated 
her rights under the European Convention. Although French law permits 
single persons to adopt, authorities refused to grant the woman authori-
zation to adopt partly on the ground that she had no clear plan for provid-
ing the child access to a paternal figure, despite advice that “‘all the stud-
ies on parenthood show that a child needs both her parents.’”23 The ECHR 
stopped short of finding that Article 8’s guarantee of “respect for [individ-
uals’] private and family life” encompasses a fundamental right to adopt a 
child, but it held that the authorities’ concerns with the woman’s “lifestyle” 
and insistence on the availability of “a paternal role model” discriminated 
in relation to family life, in violation of the Convention. A dissenting judge, 
Antonella Mularoni, would have been even more direct in recognizing the 
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rights of adults to become parents, whether by recourse to adoption or to 
artificial insemination.

The ECHR has not recognized a free-ranging right of adults to become 
parents under whatever terms they desire; it has, instead, sought to cabin 
adult rights in the parent-child relationship to more conventional circum-
stances. The European Convention’s protection of family life “presupposes 
the existence of a family, or at the very least the potential relationship be-
tween, for example, a child born out of wedlock and his or her natural fa-
ther[;] or the relationship that arises from a genuine marriage, even if fam-
ily life has not yet been fully established[;] or the relationship that arises 
from a lawful and genuine adoption.”24 However, an essential point is 
that, at least in circumstances where society would commonly regard the 
claimant as a parent, tribunals recognize that the fundamental rights of 
adults, too, are implicated by state decisions to grant or deny parenthood.

The same understanding can be seen in judicial constructions of pa-
rental rights under the U.S. Constitution. Going back at least to the 1920s, 
the U.S. Supreme Court has recognized substantial constitutional rights in 
the relation of parents and children. “A parent’s desire for and right to ‘the 
companionship, care, custody, and management of his or her children,’” 
the Court has repeatedly held, “is an important interest that ‘undeniably 
warrants deference and, absent a powerful countervailing interest, pro-
tection.’”25 In modern constitutional parlance, the right of parents to raise 
their children is “fundamental,” triggering heightened judicial protection 
when government seeks either to interfere in the parent-child relation-
ship or to terminate it altogether.26

Significantly, the Constitution’s protection of parenthood is not limited 
to incursions on established parent-child relationships; the Court has rec-
ognized at least qualified constitutional protection for some adults seek-
ing to win initial recognition as parents. It has recognized that at least 
some unwed biological fathers — those who “accept[] some measure of 
responsibility for the child’s future” by stepping forward to involve them-
selves in the child’s life — are constitutionally entitled to be recognized as a 
legal parent.27 Subsequent cases made clear that not all biological fathers 
are so entitled. Biological fathers who failed to show any real interest in 
their children, or who sought to impose on intact marriages, unsettling 
a husband’s parental status, can be disregarded as parents.28 Yet, in the 
right circumstances, the Court’s cases appear to recognize the constitu-
tional right of some who aspire to establish themselves as parents. These 
circumstances are only dimly defined. The unwed father cases make clear 
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that biology is relevant, as is past caregiving, diligence, and the nature of 
the mother’s relationships with the biological father and, if she is married, 
her husband.29 However, no single criterion controls the constitutional 
definition of parenthood.

The absence of a single constitutional determinant of parental status 
stems partly from the absence of a single foundation for the Constitution’s 
protection of parental rights. Instead, a multiplicity of rationales undergird 
parental rights: sometimes natural law (an approach that tends to confine 
rights to biological parents); more commonly (at least in recent decades), 
utility to children. It is assumed, for example, that “‘natural bonds of af-
fection lead parents to act in the best interests of their children.’”30 This 
beneficial inclination might spring from nature, evolutionary biology, or 
simply the lived “intimacy of daily association.”31 Child-centered defenders 
of parental rights have justified such rights on the ground that freedom 
from state meddling is essential to encouraging unqualified parental in-
vestment in child rearing.32

In practice, despite incantations about the “paramount” interests of 
children, courts regularly rationalize parents’ rights on the interests of 
parents themselves. This is clear enough from the long succession of court 
decisions holding that “parents’ constitutional rights take precedence 
over the ‘best interests of a child.’”33 It is plain that adults, as well as chil-
dren, have profound personal interests in the parent-child relationship. As 
James Dwyer has written, in examining welfare and autonomy rationales 
for adult rights of intimate association more generally, “a happy relational 
life is a prerequisite to effectuating our individual life plans and to devel-
oping our full humanity as autonomous persons.”34 Even if most would 
agree that a child’s interests should predominate in the determination of 
parenthood, given the child’s unique vulnerability and imperative devel-
opmental needs, it is implausible to suppose that the profound interests 
of would-be parents simply evaporate or count for nothing in the matter.

In modern constitutional doctrine, claims of fundamental, unenumer-
ated rights are typically validated by reference to either historical or con-
temporary social consensus. Both theories favor recognition of the inde-
pendent stake of parents in determinations of parenthood. The dominant, 
backward-looking test insists that fundamental rights be “deeply rooted in 
this Nation’s history and tradition,” as a means of giving democratic legiti-
macy to the judiciary’s enforcement of unenumerated rights.35 Given the 
powerful historical consensus favoring near-total power of parents over 
their children, an assumption of right sometimes analogized to a property 
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right, this approach would support recognition of parenting rights for per-
sons traditionally viewed as parents.

In some cases, the Court has set aside its focus on history and tradi-
tion and looked instead to contemporary assessments of the importance 
of the individual interests implicated by government action. In Loving v. 
Virginia, for example, the Court rested its recognition of a fundamental 
right to marry without regard to race not on historical consensus but on 
the essential importance of marriage to “the orderly pursuit of happiness 
by free men.”36 In Lawrence v. Texas, which struck down a ban on same-sex 
intimacy, the Court downplayed the importance of history and tradition 
before concluding that “in all events, we think that our laws and traditions 
in the past half century are of most relevance here.”37 The Court grounded 
constitutional protection in “an emerging awareness that liberty gives 
substantial protection to adult persons in deciding how to conduct their 
private lives in matters pertaining to sex.”38 This approach would likely 
support recognition of a constitutional right to parental status for at least 
some adults. Social understandings of who may qualify as a parent have 
plainly evolved in recent decades, reflecting appreciation of the increas-
ing diversity and complexity of family living arrangements. There is, also, 
arguably an “emerging awareness” in the United States, Europe, and else-
where that the interests of children must count for more in determina-
tions of their family relationships.39

Finally, determinations of parenthood may implicate not only the rights 
of children and traditional parent figures in the integrative model but also 
those of more unconventional child-rearing relationships. Even if there is 
not a sound basis for recognizing a fundamental right of an aspiring par-
ent to adopt an unknown child, as the courts have generally concluded 
both in the United States and abroad, far more substantial arguments 
support a right of both children and adults in established de facto parent-
child relationships to formalize their family ties through adoption.40

The interests of all relevant rightsholders will often align in support-
ing recognition of a given parent-child relationship. In these happy cases, 
recognition that both children and adults have rights at stake reinforces, 
rather than complicates, the claim to parental status. In some cases, how-
ever, the claims of the different rightsholders may clash. For example, 
suppose that foster parents wish to adopt a seven-year-old girl they have 
cared for since she was a few months old, against the strong objections of 
the girl’s mother, who has recently made substantial progress in overcom-
ing a long-standing drug addiction. The mother, foster parents, and child 
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might each have legitimate claims of right at stake in the proposed adop-
tion.41 Yet, because the contending rights point in different directions, they 
are of less help in producing an answer. A court cannot resolve the dispute 
on the basis of rights without balancing the conflicting interests, which 
likely will require the very policy judgments that rights analysis in other 
contexts might have avoided.

A recent Montana court decision, involving the dissolution of a cohab-
iting relationship between two women, illustrates the difficulty. During 
their decade together, one woman had adopted two children, whom both 
partners raised jointly as co-parents. When they separated, the adoptive 
mother asserted her constitutional rights as the children’s only legal par-
ent to cut off the children’s relationship with her former partner. The court 
readily acknowledged the adoptive mother’s constitutional rights, but rea-
soned that “while parental constitutional rights are important, the con-
stitutional rights of the children are important as well.”42 In balancing the 
rights of parent and child, the court concluded that the former partner 
had “established a child-parent relationship, and [that] it is in the best in-
terests of the children to continue that relationship.”43 Ordinarily, asserting 
a right will constrain the state’s discretionary authority with respect to the 
protected interest. Where rights of two or more claimants conflict, how-
ever, the inescapable need to mediate the conflict effectively restores to 
the court a significant measure of discretion in balancing the contending 
interests.

The Multiple Rights of the Child 
Even if the focus is narrowed to the rights of the child only, the child her-
self may have multiple, conflicting rights at issue in the determination of 
parenthood. The basic rights of children have won rapid formal interna-
tional acceptance through the CRC, the Charter, and other accords, but 
the United States has generally lagged behind. Beyond its refusal to ratify 
the CRC, its courts also have been slow to recognize children’s relation-
ship rights as a matter of domestic constitutional doctrine. Nonetheless, 
the Supreme Court has signaled a growing receptiveness to extending 
constitutional protection to the independent relational interests of chil-
dren. In Troxel v. Granville, even while reaffirming parents’ constitutional 
right to rear their children free from state interference, a majority of jus-
tices qualified the strength of that right in recognition of the countervail-
ing interests of some children in maintaining significant intimate relation-
ships with other family members.44 An increasing number of decisions in 
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state and lower federal courts, as in the recent Montana case, have even 
more directly raised the constitutional relationship rights of children as a 
counterweight to parents’ rights.

Recognizing children’s own rights relating to family life does little, 
however, to support any single definition of parenthood, integrative or 
otherwise. A basic feature of children’s rights is that they are multidimen-
sional and encompass distinctly different types of claims. James Dwyer 
distinguishes between “choice-protecting rights” of the sort usually ac-
corded adults through family privacy doctrine and “interest-protecting 
rights.”45 Barbara Bennett Woodhouse differentiates between “capacity-
based rights,” rooted in children’s emerging capacity to reason and speak 
for themselves, and “needs-based rights,” reflecting children’s entitlement 
to the resources and conditions necessary for their survival and devel-
opment.46 She contends that children possess both varieties of rights, 
though in varying degrees as they mature corresponding to their personal 
development. Five fundamental values, or principles, Woodhouse asserts, 
underlie children’s basic rights: (1) privacy, (2) agency, (3) equality, (4) dig-
nity, and (5) protection.47

Defining the “rights” of a given child is thus a complex business. Chil-
dren’s rights are not reducible to a universal prescription with respect to 
their upbringing. “Respect for intimate family relations” is “at the core 
of ” the privacy principle, a “human rights value” readily apparent in pro-
visions of the CRC (and other human rights instruments) barring state 
interference with the parent-child relationship.48 Yet children’s rights to 
family privacy would vary significantly with their age and capabilities. For 
younger children, Woodhouse notes, the privacy principle would inform 
a “needs-based” right that sought to protect the child’s powerful develop-
mental needs to stable attachments with caregivers. As children matured, 
however, the privacy principle might encompass a broader range of rela-
tionships of importance to older children (possibly including “relations 
with peers and adults outside the family circle”), shifting also to take ac-
count of the child’s increasing “capacity to make choices about intimate 
relations.”49

The various principles that give content to children’s rights, Wood-
house further observes, are sometimes at cross-purposes even for a given 
child at a given time: 

Sometimes two principles or rights may come into conflict. For ex-
ample, the agency principle often conflicts with the protection prin-
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ciple. No matter how strongly felt and authentic the two-year-old’s 
drive to cut his own meat, when he seizes a razor-sharp steak knife, 
the values of autonomy have to give way to the values of protection.50

Similar internal tensions or conflicts are evident in the Charter’s decla-
ration of children’s rights, as Clare McGlynn notes: 

Article 24(1) of the Charter is a curious mix of what might loosely 
be termed children’s “protection” and “empowerment” rights, which 
are often found to be in conflict. The inclusion of the two elements 
in the one paragraph would appear to be an attempt at compromise 
and to balance the competing interests of paternalism and autono-
my.51

The blending of what Woodhouse would call “needs-based” and “capacity-
based” rights, moreover, leaves that balance to be worked out from case 
to case.

Similarly, McGlynn observes, Article 24(3), which declares the child’s 
“right to maintain on a regular basis a personal relationship and direct 
contact with both his or her parents, unless that is contrary to his or her 
interests,” “again balances interests between autonomy — the child’s right 
to maintain contact — and welfare — the ‘interests’ of the child.”52 That in-
determinacy, moreover, is compounded by the likelihood that, “in prac-
tice,” the child’s rights under this article may be balanced against the 
parent’s “right to contact” with children, derived from Article 7’s “right 
to respect for private and family life” (in turn drawn from the European 
Convention).53

The need to weigh a child’s own autonomy interests and developmen-
tal needs in determining the balance of her rights — to say nothing of the 
need then to balance these rights against rights of other affected family 
members — suggests the improbability that children’s rights hew to a sin-
gle concept of parenthood. It seems likely that children’s rights, defined 
exclusively as needs-based rights at the time of a newborn’s birth, would 
generally favor assigning parenthood to the child’s birth parents. Yet it is 
also easy to imagine scenarios under which the balance of a child’s devel-
opmental needs might favor a different assignment — for example, cases 
in which the birth parents are demonstrably unfit to raise the child.54 The 
possibilities expand as the child grows older, given the reality of family 
fracture and re-formation.
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Some advocates of the integrative model of parenthood suppose that 
the modern diversification of parenthood is driven by a focus on adult 
rights claims and that recentering the issue on the needs-based rights of 
children would turn the tide.55 However, given the diversity in children’s 
family lives, it seems far from clear that the developmental needs of chil-
dren would drive parenthood back toward a single model. Indeed, Dwyer 
observes, “A focus on children’s welfare might lead to as much protec-
tion for nontraditional families as would increased deference to adults’ 
choices.”56 Unless the state resorts to draconian means of regulating child-
bearing, “doing what is best for children [will often] mean[] recognizing 
and protecting a multiplicity of family forms.”57

The “Softness” of Parenthood Rights 
A final, related but distinct, consideration supports the conclusion that 
individual rights do not cabin parenthood to a single model. The rights in 
play are simply too malleable to produce a consistent answer reliably.

Virtually all conceptions of parenthood rights proceed on the assump-
tion that they are only prima facie or presumptive. Human rights instru-
ments often expressly reflect the qualified nature of these rights. The CRC, 
for example, states that the child’s “right to know and be cared for by his or 
her parents” exists only “as far as possible.”58 After recognizing that every 
child has the right “to maintain on a regular basis a personal relationship 
and direct contact with both his or her parents,” the Charter adds, “un-
less that is contrary to his or her interests.”59 Human rights instruments 
commonly recognize as a general principle that limitations on individual 
rights may be justified if necessitated by sufficiently powerful community 
interests. The UDHR, for example, contemplates that states may impose 
on individual rights as necessary to ensure “respect for the rights and free-
doms of others and of meeting the just requirements of morality, the pub-
lic order and the general welfare in a democratic society.”60

Similarly, the Charter allows that, “subject to the principle of propor-
tionality, limitations may be made only if they are necessary and genu-
inely meet objectives of general interest recognised by the Union or the 
need to protect the rights and freedoms of others.”61 The ECHR’s principle 
of “proportionality” aligns with U.S. constitutional doctrine, where even a 
significant state incursion on a fundamental family liberty is not necessar-
ily unconstitutional. Instead, the burden on the fundamental right simply 
triggers heightened judicial scrutiny, under which the individual’s interest 
will be weighed against the state’s asserted justification.
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Just what showing of necessity must be made to warrant a limitation 
under the principle of proportionality remains ill defined. Yet, state limita-
tions on individual rights are more easily justified in the context of parent-
hood and other family rights than in many contexts. Both the UDHR and 
the Charter make a special allowance for state limitations necessitated by 
“the need to protect the rights and freedoms of others.”62 Where individual 
rights conflict, the state must be allowed additional leeway to impose on 
the rights of each holder to reach an accommodation. U.S. constitutional 
doctrine effectively recognizes the same rule. The potential for conflict-
ing individual rights may be found in many family privacy controversies, 
where validation of one party’s rights in a family relationship necessarily 
has consequences for others in the family. Arguably, tacit awareness of 
that feature helps to explain the tendency of the Supreme Court and lower 
courts to apply a murkier and less strict form of scrutiny in family privacy 
cases.63

Rights in this context are malleable not only because they can be over-
come by sufficiently strong countervailing interests but also because they 
are commonly held to be adaptable both over time and to specific cul-
tures. Just as the U.S. Supreme Court has sometimes, as in Lawrence and 
Troxel, adapted the boundaries or substance of due process protection to 
keep pace with changing social conditions, the ECHR has taken the same 
approach to defining the scope of European Convention rights. In the Case 
of E.B., finding protection for a lesbian seeking to adopt a child, the ECHR 
insisted that “the Convention is a living instrument, to be interpreted in 
light of present-day conditions.”64

Courts and conventions also commonly make allowance for local ad-
aptation of rights concerning the family. Even while broadly declaring the 
rights of children, for example, the CRC calls for “taking due account of 
the importance of the traditions and cultural values of each people for the 
protection and harmonious development of the child.”65 As Woodhouse 
observes, the nature of the CRC “places the design and implementation 
of human rights with local lawmakers and allows universal human rights 
principles to be adapted and molded to fit the contexts of nations with 
diverse legal, political, and social cultures.”66 Similarly, the Charter recog-
nizes “the right to found a family,” but only “in accordance with the na-
tional laws governing the exercise of these rights.”67 In keeping with this 
view, the French National Assembly’s Parliamentary Report on the Family 
and the Rights of Children emphasized that, in defining family and parent-
hood, “every country is entitled to provide its own responses to the needs 
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of its society, in accordance with its ethical principles, traditions and polit-
ical choices.”68 Such a view, emphasizing the propriety of local variation in 
construing family rights, and their adaptability over time, seems at odds 
with an understanding of rights premised upon a truly “natural” or “uni-
versal” model of parenthood.

The ECHR has regularized this tolerance for local variation by com-
monly considering whether a state’s seeming incursion on European Con-
vention rights is nevertheless sustainable as within the state’s “margin of 
appreciation.” The ECHR, George Letsas observes, regularly uses the mar-
gin of appreciation doctrine in two different ways.69 First, in the “substan-
tive” concept of the doctrine, the ECHR uses it simply to describe the con-
clusion of its “proportionality” review — that the state’s incursion on the 
individual was ultimately justified by overriding collective interests. The 
second, “structural” concept of the doctrine, however, captures the idea 
that the ECHR should leave states with “room to maneuver” in adapting 
Convention rights to local conditions and values.70 The willingness to rec-
ognize a zone of reasonable discretion within which different states may 
interpret their Convention obligations differently further underscores the 
softness of parenthood rights.

A case decided under the European Convention in 2003 illustrates the 
considerable malleability of rights respecting parenthood. In Odièvre v. 
France,71 a thirty-something woman challenged the French law (known as 
accouchement sous X) permitting women to give birth anonymously while 
surrendering the newborn for adoption. The woman challenged the law 
as a violation of her rights under the Convention to know her origins and 
parents. The Court agreed with her that Article 8, prohibiting state inter-
ference with “private and family life,” encompassed a right of persons to 
know the circumstances of their birth and family origins. However, the 
Court found that the law did not violate France’s obligations under the 
Convention. First, the child’s right to know her origins must be balanced 
against the competing rights of other affected persons, including those of 
the birth mother and, potentially, the birth father, the adoptive parents, 
and “other members of the natural family.”72 Applying the proportionality 
principle, France was justified in seeking to strike a balance favoring the 
birth mother’s desire to shed maternity over her child’s right to know her 
origins. Second, France’s contested policy judgment reconciling the com-
peting interests fell within the allowable margin of appreciation. “In the 
absence of common European standards on matters of child abandon-
ment in conditions of secrecy and anonymity,” a concurring judge agreed, 
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“France enjoys a certain margin of appreciation in determining the mo-
dalities of divulging information on the identity of the parties.”73

France’s allowance for anonymous births “sous X” remains contro-
versial and seems to fly in the face of the CRC’s recognition that a child 
has, “as far as possible, the right to know and be cared for by his or her 
parents.”74 Indeed, as Ingeborg Schwenzer notes, “several other countries” 
have considered enacting similar laws but decided it “would run contrary 
to the child’s right to know its own origins.”75 Nevertheless, the ECHR 
found, in effect, that even with a reasonably clear rights principle in the 
child’s right to know her origins, France’s interpretation of its European 
Convention obligations fell within the zone of reasonable disagreement.

The Odièvre decision illustrates how the nature of conflicting rights 
respecting parenthood can preserve discretionary authority for states to 
construct their own conceptions of parenthood. It also reveals a recurring 
feature of the ECHR’s application of the margin of appreciation doctrine. 
The ECHR found that the European Convention did not preclude France’s 
policy choice in part because France’s policy did not defy an established 
social consensus in Europe concerning anonymous parenting. This resort 
to contemporary social consensus to identify the boundaries for permis-
sible state regulation in defining parenthood recalls the practice of U.S. 
courts sometimes to consult contemporary social consensus in determin-
ing the boundaries of constitutionally protected family privacy.

In sum, the multiple and varying rights at stake in determinations 
of parentage are too indeterminate to compel adherence to any single 
“model” of parenthood. Determining the rights of each party and striking 
a balance ultimately requires sensitive attention to the circumstances of 
each family, emerging empirical knowledge concerning the developmen-
tal needs of children, and the shifting boundaries of social consensus con-
cerning parenthood and family life. This means that if the state acts to 
deny parenthood in defiance of social consensus or powerful evidence of 
a child’s most basic needs, the rights of the affected parties will impose on 
the state a heavy burden to justify its actions. The rights of the parties are 
too variable and fact-sensitive to produce brighter lines in defining the es-
sential meaning of parenthood. In the end, notwithstanding the substan-
tial individual rights at stake, there is no avoiding the hard and contest-
able social choices when it comes to determining who counts as a parent.
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Margaret F. Brinig

This chapter makes a case for the integrative model of the family and of par-
enthood. More specifically, it argues for supporting the formal, legally rec-
ognized statuses of husband/wife and parent/child. In general, children 
do better in both the short and long term if they live with married parents 
and if they are biological or adopted children of these parents. Children 
are particularly affected by the stability and permanence of their relation-
ships, although they are famously resilient. Under any circumstances, 
parental warmth affects children significantly and positively. One of the 
more dramatic ways to see the influence of parental relationships involves 
mixed-race marriages because they tend to be of shorter duration. The 
mixed-race case, where children do fine only so long as their parents stay 
together, reveals the importance of community as well as intentions of 
parents for children’s outcomes. Community includes the formal commu-
nity denoted by legal status, the family’s religious community (especially 
important for African American families), and the peer community, which 
particularly influences older children. Stable marriages may provide a kind 
of buffer for fathers, who on their own may prefer sons to daughters.

Marriage has been described in the literature as a gender factory.1 It 
also serves as a factory for producing healthy children and contributing 
citizens, for children profit from stability, continuity, and love. In my ear-
lier work, I note that families produce not only material goods or future 
workers for the labor force but also children who later will be able to love 
unconditionally.2 The effects I will describe can thus be characterized as 
having both short- and long-run effects. Because children seem malleable 
and do not have effective political lobbies, it is easy for public policy mak-
ers to argue that what adults do does not matter as far as children are 
concerned. Parenthetically, this also makes it easier to sound politically 
correct and to seem to clearly separate poverty from intimate decision 
making (which, after all, is a constitutional right in the United States).3

So far, the empirical work I have done is limited to different-sex couples 
and parents. Other scholars can show, using some of the same data sets, 



148

M
argaret F. Brinig

what happens if parents are of the same gender.4 In the next chapter, Fiona 
Tasker reviews this literature, concluding that this type of family form 
makes very little difference to child development, especially as compared 
with access to resources, social systems, and family dynamics (especially 
between co-parents).5 Further, most of my results necessarily cannot show 
causation, only relationships between variables. In these, causation may 
run in either direction, or the relationship may actually be caused by some 
variable that is not considered in my models. The results will at least be 
consistent with the hypothesis considered. Further, the small R2 of the un-
derlying equations (i.e., how much of the variance in the result is explained 
by the equation) shows that they do not explain all, or even a substantial 
part, of the variance in results. While I will begin with groups representa-
tive of society in general, I will have something to say about the African 
American subgroup, which displays quite different results. I also include 
some results for children whose race differs from that of one or more of 
their parents, who seem sensitive to family forms involving divorce or 
where their parents have never married, and who, unfortunately, are more 
likely than most children to see their parents divorce or their nonmarital 
relationship dissolve. Finally, because my results usually use large, longitu-
dinal, nationally representative samples, while being scientifically more re-
liable, they may miss the individual stories that qualitative studies provide.

Literature on Formal and Informal Relationships
I begin with a very quick literature review. Many scholars, including some 
contributors to this book, have written about the negative effects of divorce 
on children.6 The consensus seems to be that when the vast majority of cou-
ples divorce — all those except couples in very high-conflict marriages — chil-
dren do less well.7 While there is some debate about how long it takes chil-
dren to recover from relationship disruption,8 it does seem to follow that 
children of divorce are less successful in their own marriages. They are more 
likely to cohabit and are more likely to divorce themselves. It is also clear that 
cohabiting relationships are less likely to be stable than married ones,9 even 
in countries where there is the same governmental support for both kinds of 
families, and even when there are children. Paul Amato has shown that, just 
as men seem to benefit from less than high-quality marriages, children do 
better even in unhappy marriages than when their parents divorce (except in 
cases where there is family violence to which children are exposed).10

There has also been significant writing on African American (black) 
families. One obvious observation is that fewer black children live with two 
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married parents. Their mothers are less likely to have married before they 
were born and are more likely to divorce even when they do marry (Figure 
7.1). It is perhaps not surprising, given the fact that so many black children 
are born to unmarried parents or experience parental divorce, that mari-
tal status does not matter as much for these children as for other Ameri-
cans. There has been less writing about interracial families of late, since 
the federal Multiethnic Placement Act11 contradicted the movement by the 
National Association of Black Social Workers12 to eliminate placements 

Figure 7.1 Percent Female Householders of Total Householders by Type of Household and Race and  
Hispanic Origin of the Householder: 1980 and 2000
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made solely or in stated part upon the race of child or parents. However, 
as national data sets such as the Panel Survey of Income Dynamics (PSID) 
show, many children in the United States have a different race than at least 
one of their parents. (See Table 7.1, in which the last line of results shows 
that figure at nearly 28 percent.) This may be because of intermarriage 
(while uncommon between blacks and whites, quite common between 
other racial groups)13 or adoption of children, domestically or, particularly, 
internationally.14 (See Table 7.2 for an idea of the numbers involved.) These 
children of interracial marriages, like most in America, do best living in 
married, intact families. Unfortunately, however, those of mixed-race mar-
riages are particularly likely to experience their parents’ separation or di-
vorce (with marriages dissolving about 50 percent more often than those 
of racially homogeneous couples).15 Children adopted transracially present 
particular challenges for the parents adopting them.16

Now we reach my own results. Most of these explore what I have called 
the short term: how the children are doing before they reach adulthood. 
What I have found using data sets like the National Longitudinal Survey 
of Adolescent Health (Add Health) and the PSID has been reported else-
where but can be summarized here with reference to some key charts.17 

Typically I have focused on a number of outcomes and have included 
not only family situation variables but also demographic information and, 
particularly, income and poverty. The outcomes of interest in this work 
are behavioral problems (external, which includes juvenile delinquency or 
like activities; and internal, including anxiety and depression); drug (mari-
juana), alcohol, and tobacco use; self-efficacy (or control over one’s envi-
ronment); and self-esteem. The adoption studies also use morbidity (fear 
of dying or of being killed young). Other researchers have looked at such 
things as grades in school and IQ. I have steered away from these measures 
because of my interest in basic character and relationship formation.

What I have found, unsurprisingly, is that children who live with their 
parents do far better than those living with foster parents. Of course, when 
children end up in foster care, which itself is disruptive and may provide 
less than optimum care,18 whatever drove those parents to be unable to 
care for them has probably affected the children as well. Children who are 
adopted by their parents (and I do not know whether they were in foster 
care previously) typically cannot be distinguished on these measures from 
biological children. (See Table 7.3, “Adopted Child,” and note the “ns,” or 
not statistically significant, designations.)19 
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Table 7.1 Descriptive Statistics (PSID)

N Minimum Maximum Mean Standard 
Deviation

Kid lives with 2 bio parents 2,681 .00 1.00 .6832 .46532

Kid lives with bio mom and 
no bio dad

2,681 .00 1.00 .1917 .39367

Kid lives with bio mom and 
adoptive dad

2,681 .00 1.00 .0063 .07922

Kid lives with bio mom and 
stepdad

2,681 .00 1.00 .0759 .26489

Kid lives with bio mom and 
other dad figure

2,681 .00 1.00 .0344 .18226

Kid lives with two adoptive 
parents

2,681 .00 1.00 .0086 .09219

Importance of religion to 
primary caretaker

2,672 1.00 3.00 2.6385 .59797

Age of mother or mother 
figure

2,582 20.00 81.00 41.9310 7.44560

Household income divided by 
census needs standard

2,583 .00 113.39 3.7756 4.78121

Mom married once, still 
intact

2,681 .00 1.00 .5833 .49311

Mom married and widowed 
at least once

2,681 .00 1.00 .0153 .12274

Mom married, divorced, 
remarried, still intact

2,681 .00 1.00 .1251 .33093

Mom married, divorced, 
remarried, now divorced

2,681 .00 1.00 .0316 .17483

Mom never married 2,681 .00 1.00 .1168 .32119
Mom married, divorced, 
never remarried

2,681 .00 1.00 .1176 .32221

Positive Behavior Scale 02 2,681 1.00 5.00 4.1270 .59692
Parental Warmth Scale 02 2,681 1.00 5.00 3.9271 .64020
Behavioral Problems Index - 
total score 02

2,650 30 8.58 6.442

BPI - externalizing score 02 2,667 17 5.53 4.116

BPI - internalizing score 02 2,659 14 3.23 3.193

Pearlin Self-Efficacy Scale 02 2,671 1.00 4.00 3.1054 .58953

Rosenberg Self-Esteem 
Scale 02

2,674 1.00 4.00 3.4036 .44345

Sex of CDS child 2,000 1.00 2.00 1.5107 .50001

Child age at time of mother’s 
interview - years 02

2,681 5.52 19.25 12.3159 3.73311

Child’s race different from 
one of parents

2,196 .00 1.00 .2788 .44852

Valid N (listwise) 1,551
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Most children living informally with relatives (grandmothers or aunts) 
are more similar to foster children than to children living with their bi-
ological families. However, for African Americans, this informal place-
ment (so-called kinship care) seems indistinguishable from adoption, 
and therefore from living with biological parents. Why might this be so? 
For most children, adoption brings with it a sense of fully belonging in 
a family as well as an assurance of permanence and stability that foster 
children cannot claim. If there are biological children as well as the ad-
opted child, being the same as far as legal status is concerned makes the 
children equals in a fundamental way. From their parents’ point of view, 
adoption, with its finality, provides the opportunity for them to make a 
full investment in unconditionally loving these children.20 They therefore 
are likely to do a better job. For African American children, as we will see, 
two things are at work. The first is that what this book calls the integrative 
model of family is really not the norm for them (see Table 7.1). The second 
does not emerge as readily from census data. African American children, 
like all children, do benefit significantly from external supports. For them, 

Table 7.2 Top Orphan-Issuing Countries

Country IR3 IR4 TOTAL

China (mainland) 4,984 472 5,453

Guatemala 2,812 1,916 4,728

Russia 2,305 5 2,3310

Ethiopia 119 1,136 1,255

South Korea 3 936 939

Vietnam 783 45 828

Ukraine 606 0 606

Kazakhstan 540 0 540

India 44 382 265

Liberia 117 197 314

Colombia 310 0 310

Philippines 42 223 265

Haiti 112 78 190

Taiwan 127 57 184

Mexico 78 11 89

Poland 84 0 84

Thailand 12 55 67

Kyrgyzstan 32 29 61

Brazil 54 1 55

Uganda 7 47 54

Source: Statistics available at http://adoption.state.gov/about_us/statistics.php (last visited Dec. 16, 2011).

http://adoption.state.gov/about_us/statistics.php
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Table 7.3 Effects of Adoption, Foster Placement, and Kin-Care by Race

Effect by Race Depression
Drug Use

(no./ month)
Juvenile  

Delinquency
Perceived Chance 

of Dying

Adopted child:

White 0.466 ns –0.013 ns 0.640 ns 0.012 ns

 Black 1.434 ns –0.163 ns 0.671 ns 0.003 ns

 Asian     2.874* –0.578 ns 0.660 ns –0.005 ns

 Native 

American

N/A   2.217* 0.252 ns N/A

 Other race 0.625 ns   2.095* 0.616 ns 0.021 ns

Fostered 
child:

 White  0.196 ns  2.884** –0.682 ns 0.011 ns

 Black  5.251** –0.578 ns 0.086 ns 0.107*

 Asian  5.585 ns   N/A 5.682** 0.363*

 Native 

American

 N/A –2.034 ns 3.214 ns N/A

 Other race  6.461*  2.055 ns 6.500* 0.024 ns

Kin-care child:

 White  1.464*  0.467 ns 2.340** 0.017 ns

 Black  0.164 ns –0.097 ns 0.247 ns –0.011 ns

 Asian  3.092 ns 1.488* 4.003* 0.102*

 Native 

American

 N/A 1.315 ns 5.474* N/A

 Other race  3.236* 0.327 ns 2.128 ns 0.017 ns

R2 / N

 White .042**/9905 .057**/9745 .032**/9825 .023**/9882

 Black .048**/3135 .035**/3045 .028** /3090 .019** /3113

 Asian .068**/793 .050**/781 .086**/794 .049**/797

 Native 

American

.075ns/253 .144**/248 .106*/248   N/A

 Other race .062**/1213 .056**/1188 .043**/1203 .036*/1213

Source: Margaret F. Brinig and Steven L. Nock, “How Much Does Legal Status Matter?  Adoptions by Kin Caregivers,” Family Law Quarterly 

36 (2002): 449, 474, and Table 3.

Note: All equations control for household structure, child’s gender, household income, mother’s age, mother’s current and previous 

marital status, mother’s education, and mother’s race.  

** = Statistical significance is .01 or less.

*   = Statistical significance is .05 or less.

ns = Not statistically significantly different from zero.

N/A = Insufficient number of cases or insignificant equation.
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these supports may not always come in the guise of the formal family but 
frequently appear to be related to religiosity. (Figure 7.2 shows just one of 
many instances in which the parent’s religiosity does matter significantly, 
and more than does the help provided by extended family.)

Are Diverse, or Intentional, Families as Successful as Formal Families?
Children living with their biological mothers form about 95 percent of 
all those included in these large data sets. Here, too, for most children, 
and controlling for other factors, their family status tells us much about 
how they do. As Figures 7.3, 7.4, and 7.5 show, American children taken as 
a whole always do better when their mothers were married at least once 

Figure 7.2

Figure 7.3 Total Behavioral Problems–All Kids



155

than if they never married, and divorce itself does not matter statistically 
once income is taken into account. However, living with a stepparent 
(which more often than not follows divorce) apparently increases behav-
ioral problems and decreases feelings of self-efficacy and self-esteem. The 
other always significant and important ingredient is what the PSID calls 
“parental warmth”: how often the parent praises the child, hugs the child, 
and talks positively about the child to others.

Figure 7.4

Figure 7.5
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Over the long haul, family structure apparently matters as well. Adult 
children are slower to marry, more likely to cohabit, and quicker to divorce 
if their own parents divorced.21 While some 70 percent do not exhibit 
major psychological problems as adults, nearly a third do have issues that 
are long-lasting.22 Girls whose mothers never married are far more likely 
to have children without being married themselves.23 Those whose moth-
ers were on public assistance (typically because of nonmarital births or 
divorce) are more likely to end up on public assistance themselves.24 They 
are less likely to finish high school or college and may find it more difficult 
to become employed.25

Figures 7.3 through 7.5 also show that living with stepparents (or step-
parent figures, if there is no second marriage) tends to be associated with 
less good outcomes for children. While stepparents will reduce the finan-
cial problems typical for custodial mothers, they also typically signal a 
break in the child’s relationships with the noncustodial parent, usually the 
father.26 If it is the noncustodial parent who develops a new relationship, 
as most do, a similar break occurs. The remarried (or cohabiting) parent 
may be concentrating on the new relationship,27 on blending a family 
of unrelated children who have not been raised together, or on starting 
a new family.28 As we will see from the relocation cases we will look at 
presently, remarriage is frequently accompanied by a move out of the geo-
graphic area, and the physical distance may also affect the relationship.29 
Further, the second-order relationships (i.e., second, third, or subsequent 
marriages and cohabitation) are less stable — they are more likely to end in 
divorce or separation,30 perhaps because, as demographer Andrew Cherlin 
put it thirty years ago, remarriage is an incomplete institution.31 Further, 
there tend to be more problems with sexual and other abuse of children.32

Another way of looking at this phenomenon is through the lens of so-
cial capital and trust. If communities trust individual relationships (as 
they do marriage and legal parenthood), they imbue them with all sorts 
of help: legal protections, financial ones, and the sort of tangible help ex-
tended families often provide. On the other hand, for informal, less-rec-
ognized relationships, the couples or parents are to some extent on their 
own. While they may be successful, that success will come less frequently 
and will be more difficult to achieve.33

Children learn mimetically, that is, by imitating their parents (and, 
when older, their peers). They model adult relationships most closely on 
the one they experience firsthand — their parents’ — and, secondarily, from 
those they see around them. Typically this learning by observation is a 
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good thing, though it may be a precursor to “mimetic rivalry.”34 That is why 
children will marry later and divorce more often, independent of parental 
status, if they lived in a state with a higher divorce rate when they were 
sixteen.35 But there seems to be a real difference between marriage and 
cohabitation, even when “everybody’s doing it,” and even when there are 
equal subsidies for both. As the first several lines of data in Table 7.4 show, 
even in Scandinavia, where living together without marriage has been 
practiced the longest, cohabiting relationships dissolve at a higher rate 
than married ones do, with or without children.36 This may be because 
cohabitation, like remarriage, is incomplete, or because more religious 
couples tend to choose marriage (Table 7.5).37 Religious institutions them-
selves provide community support for families and, in some communities, 
may substitute for formal families.38

Table 7.4 Relative Risk of Partnership Dissolution

Country Married Directly Cohabited, Then Married Cohabited Only

Sweden 1.00 1.5+ 3.96***

Norway 1.00 0.85 4.92***

Finland 1.00 1.12 3.44***

France 1.00 1.49** 6.04***

Austria 1.00 1.01 3.08***

Switzerland 1.00 1.11 4.84***

West Germany 1.00 1.38* 3.07***

East Germany 1.00 1.35* 1.55***

Source: Kathleen Kiernan, “Cohabitation in Western Europe: Trends, Issues, and Implications,” in Just Living Together: Implications of 

Cohabitation on Families, Children, and Social Policy, ed. A. Booth and A. C. Courter (Mahwah, NJ: Erlbaum, 2002) , 17, and Table 1.7. 

Reproduced with permission.

Table 7.5 Percentage of Women Aged 20 to 39 Reporting They Practically Never Attend Religious Services 
According to Type of First Partnership

Country Married Directly Cohabited and Married Cohabited Only Total

Sweden 38 61 73 66

Norway 51 71 78 62

Finland 22 33 43 34

Switzerland 24 41 55 41

West Germany 28 43 44 39

East Germany 68 80 78 77

Great Britain 41 47 56 46

Italy 8 9 28 9

Spain 50 65 74 57

Source: Kathleen Kiernan, “Cohabitation in Western Europe: Trends, Issues and Implications,” Population Trends 96 (2001): 25.
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Parenting and Divorce
I have already noted that their parents’ divorce is typically not a good thing 
for children. There are a number of reasons given for this: that children of di-
vorce are poorer,39 that they may already have suffered because of whatever 
led to their parents’ breakup, that divorcing parents are less able to parent 
well over the short term,40 and that children may even in the best of circum-
stances have to negotiate between “two worlds.”41 Another, related to all the 
rest, is that parents frequently relocate after divorce.42 In these cases, chil-
dren typically endure not only some change in their relationships with their 
parents but also a geographic change. In the 819 reported relocation cases 
as of 2003, many of these other reasons emerge.43 (Admittedly, these cases 
are not a completely unbiased sample, for they require a dispute that can-
not be resolved out of court, some tenacity on the part of the parent who 
lost in the first instance, the expenditure of yet more funds to make an ap-
peal, and a judge or judges who decide to publish their opinions.) More than 
half the time (53.3 percent), one or both of the parents have remarried. Fre-
quently the custodial parent wants to relocate because of the new spouse’s 
job or because the new spouse already lives outside the area. Sometimes 
the cases make it obvious that the move is simply to get away from the other 
parent, with whom the relationship ranges from acerbic to abusive. In other 
cases, the custodial parent wants to move because of (typically) her own 
employment or further education, or to move nearer to the support of her 
family: to begin life anew. But unless the noncustodial parent was physi-
cally abusive, these considerations, while completely understandable, are 
the parent’s issue, not the child’s. Unless the noncustodial parent was un-
involved before or had a bad relationship with the child, the question for 
the courts is whether the advantages offered the child by the move exceed 
the losses — in security and the relationship with the noncustodial parent. 
Although the arguments often revolve around parental rights, that is the 
problem. Parents at the time of divorce — and particularly at the time they 
begin new relationships — may not be putting the child first. The litigation 
demonstrates that fault may lie on either side or both sides. Sometimes the 
noncustodial parent is continuing a marital power struggle by objecting to 
what appears to be a perfectly reasonable move — for example, if the par-
ents moved during the latter years of their marriage away from familiar ter-
ritory and family supports, or if the poverty of the custodial spouse requires 
a move “home.” This suggests that we should think carefully about parent-
ing decisions when the parents are under such stress that they are putting 
their own interests before their children’s.
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One of the interesting observations about these reported relocation 
cases involves the gender of parent and child. When mothers are the cus-
todial parents (508 cases), fathers object to their moves much more often 
when the children are sons than when they are daughters (69.29  percent 
compared with 55.7 percent). (In other words, more than 69 percent of 
the cases involved at least one boy, while more than 55 percent involve 
girls. This difference is highly statistically significant [p < .001].) In con-
trast, when fathers are the custodial parents (64 cases), mothers seek to 
block relocation equally as often for sons and daughters (59.38 percent 
compared with 60.94 percent). If what the objecting parents seek to do is 
provide gender role models for the children, one would suspect that the 
mothers would intervene more often with their daughters than with their 
sons. Perhaps the fathers’ true preferences are emerging here, at a time 
when the parents’ focus does not seem to be on their children. Perhaps 
mothers feel that they must continue to have contact with their children 
(of either gender) simply because they are mothers.

A similar issue of current legislative and judicial concern involves 
joint or shared parenting. Although for more than twenty years courts 
have been awarding fit parents joint decision-making authority, and the 
tendency to award equal physical custody has been on the rise for some 
time (see Figure 7.6 for the Oregon data), strong presumptions in favor of 
equal or nearly equal physical placement, trumpeted by the father’s rights 
movement, are of quite recent vintage. The reason I say the issue is similar 
to relocation is that it, too, often reflects attention given to parents rather 

Figure 7.6
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than to what is necessarily better for the children involved. That is not to 
say that agreed-upon shared parenting arrangements cannot work or that 
they cannot be beneficial to children. However, when they are the prod-
uct of litigation, are sought to reduce child support payments or to exert 
power over the other parent, or reduce children to living out of suitcases 
on a continual basis, the emphasis at least seems wrong. An initial ques-
tion for me is whether in fact more overnight visits with the noncustodial 
parent improve a child’s welfare. Tables 7.6 through 7.9 indicate that on 
our by-now standard measures, it does not. While seeing fathers only sev-
eral times a year has a negative effect, it does not seem to matter whether 
overnight visits occur once a month, many times a week, or somewhere 
in between. What does matter, and matters strongly, is the child’s report 
of closeness to the parent. Closeness, while it probably is related to time 
spent together (or at least frequent communication), does not necessarily 
come from maintaining two households for the child.

Table 7.6 Depression

 

Unstandardized 
Coefficients

Standardized 
Coefficients

t
Signifi-
canceB

Standard 
Error Beta

(Constant) 14.237 1.811   7.863 0

KIDAGE Age at time of interview, 1995 0.194 0.085 0.052 2.272 0.023

KIDSEX 1.318 0.278 0.104 4.741 0

HHINC Household income in 1,000s –0.004 0.005 –0.017 –0.742 0.458

MOMHISP Mom is Hispanic 2.148 2.621 0.018 0.82 0.413

MOMBLACK Mom is black 0.695 0.311 0.05 2.236 0.025

MOMASIAN Mom is Asian 0.156 0.938 0.004 0.166 0.868

MOMNATAM Mom is Native American 2.979 1.227 0.053 2.428 0.015

MOMOTHER Mom is other race 1.111 0.605 0.04 1.835 0.067

MOMEDUC Mother’s years of schooling –0.311 0.066 –0.108 –4.731 0

MOMAGE –0.021 0.027 –0.018 –0.784 0.433

SELDOM  
Does kid stay with dad once or twice? 
1=Y, 0=N

0.671 0.444 0.035 1.511 0.131

SEVERAL Does kid stay with dad several 
times? 1=Y, 0=N

1.33 0.422 0.078 3.153 0.002

MONTHLY Does kid stay with dad several 
times? 1=Y, 0=N

–0.024 0.573 –0.001 –0.043 0.966

WEEKLY Does kid see dad more than 
weekly? 1=Y, 0=N

–0.193 0.607 –0.008 –0.319 0.75

OFTEN 0.278 0.587 0.012 0.474 0.635

TALKBIOD Times last year kid  
talked with bio dad?

2.73E-
03

0.004 0.018 0.671 0.502

HOWCLOSE How close kid feels to bio dad? –0.595 0.124 –0.13 –4.814 0

CESD2 19-item Depression Scale; R2 (adj.) = .047.
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Table 7.7 Drug, Alcohol, and Tobacco Use

 

Unstandardized 
Coefficients

Standardized 
Coefficients

t
Signifi-
canceB

Standard 
Error Beta

(Constant) –0.685 1.107   –0.619 0.536

KIDAGE Age at time of 
interview, 1995

0.317 0.052 0.138 6.077 0

KIDSEX –0.148 0.17 –0.019 –0.873 0.383

HHINC Household 
income in 1,000s

–0.004 0.003 –0.031 –1.349 0.178

MOMHISP Mom is 
Hispanic

–1.783 1.721 –0.023 –1.036 0.3

MOMBLACK Mom is 
black

–1.946 0.19 –0.228 –10.245 0

MOMASIAN Mom is Asian –1.302 0.581 –0.048 –2.242 0.025

MOMNATAM Mom is 
Native American

–1.48 0.758 –0.042 –1.954 0.051

MOMOTHER Mom is 
other race

–1.172 0.368 –0.07 –3.181 0.001

MOMEDUC Mother’s 
years of schooling

–9.07E-
02

0.04 –0.051 –2.259 0.024

MOMAGE –2.71E-
04

0.016 0 –0.016 0.987

SELDOM Does kid stay 
with dad once or twice? 
1=Y, 0=N

0.419 0.273 0.035 1.537 0.125

SEVERAL Does kid stay 
with dad several times? 
1=Y, 0=N

0.429 0.257 0.041 1.672 0.095

MONTHLY Does kid stay 
with dad several times? 
1=Y, 0=N

–0.629 0.349 –0.042 –1.8 0.072

WEEKLY Does kid see 
dad more than weekly? 
1=Y, 0=N

0.346 0.37 0.023 0.936 0.349

OFTEN –0.308 0.359 –0.022 –0.856 0.392

TALKBIOD Times last year 
kid talked with bio dad?

–1.05E-
03

0.002 –0.011 –0.422 0.673

HOWCLOSE How close 
kid feels to bio dad?

–0.115 0.076 –0.041 –1.516 0.13

Times per month; R2 (adj.) = .80.



162

Table 7.8 Juvenile Delinquency

 

Unstandardized 
Coefficients

Standardized 
Coefficients

t SignificanceB
Standard 

Error Beta

(Constant) 16.556 2.098   7.892 0

KIDAGE Age at time of interview, 
1995

–0.204 0.099 –0.048 –2.068 0.039

KIDSEX –2.395 0.321 –0.166 –7.464 0

HHINC Household income in 
1000s

–0.009 0.006 –0.036 –1.54 0.124

MOMHISP Mom is Hispanic 2.747 3.003 0.021 0.915 0.361

MOMBLACK Mom is black –0.357 0.358 –0.023 –0.997 0.319

MOMASIAN Mom is Asian –0.435 1.087 –0.009 –0.4 0.689

MOMNATAM Mom is Native 
American

1.211 1.406 0.019 0.861 0.389

MOMOTHER Mom is other race 1.861 0.697 0.06 2.669 0.008

MOMEDUC Mother’s years of 
schooling

–0.142 0.076 –0.043 –1.872 0.061

MOMAGE –0.017 0.031 –0.013 –0.552 0.581

SELDOM Does kid stay with dad 
once or twice? 1=Y, 0=N

0.372 0.514 0.017 0.724 0.469

SEVERAL Does kid stay with dad 
several times? 1=Y, 0=N

0.583 0.486 0.03 1.2 0.23

MONTHLY Does kid stay with 
dad several times? 1=Y, 0=N

5.37E-02 0.66 0.002 0.081 0.935

WEEKLY Does kid see dad more 
than weekly? 1=Y, 0=N

–0.162 0.7 –0.006 –0.232 0.816

OFTEN –0.07 0.678 –0.003 –0.103 0.918

TALKBIOD Times last year kid 
talked with bio dad?

4.74E-03 0.005 0.028 1.014 0.311

HOWCLOSE How close kid feels 
to bio dad?

–0.584 0.143 –0.112 –4.089 0

Times last month (15-point scale); R2 (adj.) = .037.
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Table 7.9 Morbidity

Unstandardized 
Coefficients

Standardized 
Coefficients

t SignificanceB
Standard 

Error Beta

(Constant) 0.177 0.046  3.833 0

KIDAGE Age at time of interview, 
1995

2.44E-03 0.002 0.026 1.124 0.261

KIDSEX 1.15E-04 0.007 0 0.016 0.987

HHINC Household income in 
1,000s

0 0 –0.035 –1.5 0.134

MOMHISP Mom is Hispanic 2.19E-02 0.073 0.007 0.299 0.765

MOMBLACK Mom is black 4.37E-02 0.008 0.125 5.533 0

MOMASIAN Mom is Asian 1.46E-02 0.024 0.013 0.611 0.541

MOMNATAM Mom is Native 
American

5.28E-02 0.032 0.037 1.663 0.096

MOMOTHER Mom is other race 5.53E-02 0.015 0.079 3.565 0

MOMEDUC Mother’s years of 
schooling

–0.007 0.002 –0.094 –4.047 0

MOMAGE 2.47E-04 0.001 0.008 0.361 0.718

SELDOM Does kid stay with dad 
once or twice? 1=Y, 0=N

1.74E-02 0.011 0.036 1.539 0.124

SEVERAL Does kid stay with dad 
several times? 1=Y, 0=N

2.36E-02 0.011 0.055 2.201 0.028

MONTHLY Does kid stay with 
dad several times? 1=Y, 0=N

1.38E-02 0.015 0.023 0.948 0.343

WEEKLY Does kid see dad more 
than weekly? 1=Y, 0=N

–9.09E-03 0.016 –0.015 –0.584 0.56

OFTEN 6.46E-03 0.015 0.011 0.432 0.666

TALKBIOD Times last year kid 
talked with bio dad?

–8.44E-05 0 –0.023 –0.816 0.414

HOWCLOSE How close kid feels 
to bio dad?

–6.55E-03 0.003 –0.057 –2.079 0.038

Chances of dying or being killed young; R2 (adj.) =. 030.
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Differences in Groups: Race and Age
As I mentioned previously, black children seem to be affected by formal 
legal relationships far less than other racial groups in the United States. 
Because the marital relationship typically receives so much more support 
from family members and the wider community than does cohabitation, 
I wondered what has taken the place of status for this subgroup of Ameri-
cans. The answer seems to be religion: it is the importance of religion to 
the mothers of black children that, with warmth and income, makes the 
most difference as to how children turn out. Religion seems to matter 
more than, say, the hours of help provided by extended families, in par-
ticular, the maternal grandparents. These findings are reflected in Figures 
7.7 and 7.8 (repeating the earlier Figure 7.2).

Finally, I would like to pay at least brief attention to the underlying 
question of how important parents are compared with peers. It turns out 
that intuition on this question is probably well founded. For young chil-
dren, and for the essence of personality formed in early childhood, par-
ents play the most critical role. For them, it is their parents’ religiosity that 
keeps them out of trouble and provides essential optimism about life. For 
teenagers, the parents’ role becomes less important and the peers’ more 
critical. For them, their peers’ religiosity determines whether or not they 
will engage in problem behavior such as delinquency. These findings are 
reflected in Figures 7.9 through 7.11.

Figure 7.7
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Figure 7.8

Figure 7.9
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Figure 7.11

Figure 7.10



167

A Case for Integrated Parenthood

Conclusions and Recommendations for Policy
While even the premise of this book shows that the arguments I have 
made here are hotly contested, the case for privileging some families by 
giving them formal recognition is a strong one based not upon theory or 
adult ideals of equality of relationships but upon data. The fact that for 
most parts of society, formal families produce better results for children 
suggests caution in dismantling the legal protections given to marriage 
and biological or adoptive parenting. It suggests that relegating social in-
stitutions like marriage and adoption to religious spheres, while having 
surface appeal, might actually harm children, at least over the short run.44 
At least for now, the United States, at any rate, does not provide the mas-
sive social support through public welfare programs as do some Western 
European countries. However, empirical investigations do indicate that 
children in the United States may not all need formal families to the ex-
tent that the majority seem to. This cultural difference is one that should 
be respected when families in need turn to social services and parental 
rights are terminated. If the government cannot provide all the support 
these fragile families lack, it should allow kinship care rather than sever-
ing some children from their extended families.45
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Developmental Outcomes for Children Raised by Lesbian and Gay Parents

Fiona Tasker

In recent decades we have seen an increasing diversity of family structures 
in which children grow up. Whether or not differences in family structure 
make a difference to parenting and child development has been a hotly 
contested debate in family policy. In his analysis of sociodemographic 
trends in the United States, sociologist Andrew Cherlin argued first that 
remarriage was an “incomplete institution,”1 and second that marriage it-
self has become deinstitutionalized.2 Key elements in Cherlin’s arguments 
are the rate of divorce in the United States and the advent of widespread 
cohabitation (by heterosexuals and also by same-sex couples), resulting 
in an increasing number of adults bringing up children within households 
not headed by a married couple. In this chapter, I will focus in particular 
on one area of the deinstitutionalization of marriage from parenthood and 
examine how legal and social policy has begun to change to recognize the 
differing profiles of parenting by lesbians and gay men. I will argue that 
further change is necessary to recognize the diversity of families led by 
nonheterosexual adults, in terms of both supporting different routes to 
family formation and acknowledging differences in how families function 
effectively to nurture children.

For policy makers with a pragmatic rather than a moral focus, 
whether or not children brought up in nontraditional family structures 
are disadvantaged, unaffected, or even advantaged in their development 
in various psychosocial outcomes has been a key concern in whether 
to change legislation to recognize lesbian and gay parenting. Later in 
this chapter, I provide an overview of the extensive body of research on 
children raised in families led by a lesbian mother, a gay father, or by 
same-sex couples parenting together and consider whether there are 
consistent ways in which children’s development is associated with pa-
rental sexual orientation.3 This research supports the conclusion that it 
is parenting quality rather than family type, in and of itself, that matters 
to child well-being.
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Profiles of Same-Sex Parenting
Data from national census surveys in the United States and elsewhere 
have begun to provide some information on the numbers of households 
headed by same-sex couples who have children. Gates and colleagues 
have estimated from the U.S. census 2000 (Census 2000) that nearly a 
quarter of same-sex couples had at least one child under eighteen resid-
ing with them, with proportionately more children living with two women 
than two men, same-sex couples recording lower levels of household in-
come than heterosexual married couples with children,4 and more chil-
dren residing with African American and Hispanic same-sex couples 
than with white Americans.5 Of the children recorded in same-sex-couple 
households, more than 70 percent were classified as either the “natural 
born” child or the “stepchild” of the householder.6 Gates reasoned that a 
large proportion of these children were conceived in prior heterosexual 
relationships as people in same-sex couples who recorded previous het-
erosexual marriages were nearly twice as likely as those previously unmar-
ried to have children.7

Data from Census 2000, and other household surveys relying on similar 
question wording, likely underestimate the numbers of men and women 
bringing up their children as a nonheterosexual parent. Census 2000 did 
not ask a direct question on sexual orientation, sexual attraction, or sexual 
behavior. It recorded same-sex-couple households if the householder des-
ignated another adult of the same sex as his or her “unmarried partner” 
or “husband/wife.”8 Parenting commitments can cut across household 
boundaries as well as biological, partnership, or marital relationships.

Legislation and Routes to Same-Sex Parenting
The official parameters of parenthood for lesbian and gay parents are cru-
cially influenced by two aspects: the laws of the jurisdiction where they 
and their children reside, and the route through which they became a par-
ent. How parenthood is legally defined crucially affects lesbian and gay 
parents’ interactions with educational and health care systems.9 While 
public opinion influences policy and legislation, legal frameworks also 
exert an influence on attitudes in mainstream society. Scholars have 
begun to undertake cross-national comparisons to examine the experi-
ence of lesbian parenting under more liberal versus more conservative 
jurisdictions. One study found that Canadian lesbian mothers reported 
fewer anxieties about legal status and discrimination, and lower levels 
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of depressive symptoms, than did lesbian mothers residing in the United 
States.10 Children growing up in lesbian-led families in the Netherlands 
appeared to be more open about their family to others and reported fewer 
incidents of homophobia compared with children growing up in similar 
lesbian mother families across the United States.11 In comparison to les-
bian parents in the U.S. sample, lesbian parents in the Netherlands also 
reported that their children had fewer behavioral or emotional problems 
on the Child Behavior Checklist (CBCL).12 Differences in experience of ho-
mophobia accounted in part for this variance in CBCL scores.

Lesbian and gay parents will have taken any one of four routes to par-
enthood. Some will have had more than one child via different routes. 
First, parents may have conceived children in prior, or ongoing, different-
sex relationships. Second, parents may have children who are biologi-
cally related to them who were conceived with donor gametes through 
assisted reproductive technologies (ART), such as donor insemination 
or surrogacy. Third, they may be the nonbiological parents of their same-
sex partner’s, or ex-partner’s, child. Finally, another route to parenthood 
is adoption, either as a single lesbian or gay parent, or within a same-sex 
partnership.13

Lesbian and Gay Parenting after Heterosexual Separation  
or Divorce
Many of the principles invoked in policies and legislation involving same-
sex parenting were thrashed out in hotly contested custody cases in the 
1970s and 1980s. These custody cases were usually between a woman, 
who had conceived (or adopted) children within a heterosexual marriage 
and then subsequently come out as lesbian, and her husband, who was 
contesting custody or access. Typical cases are those in North Dakota in 
which lesbian mothers lost, and in more recent years won, rights to con-
tinue to parent as a lesbian mother.14

In most Western jurisdictions, decisions concerning parental respon-
sibility and children’s residency and visiting with or access to a nonresi-
dential parent are made with reference to the “best interests of the child.” 
For example, in England and Wales, Section 1 of the Children’s Act  (1989) 
details a welfare checklist that is referred to in family law court judg-
ments.15 Further, residency and access decisions in the United Kingdom, 
and in other countries that have signed the European Convention on 
Human Rights, are influenced by decisions made in the European Court 
of Human Rights (ECHR). In a test case brought to the ECHR in 1999, 



174

Fiona Tasker

Salgueiro Da Silva Mouta v. Portugal, judges overturned an earlier Portu-
guese court’s decision to prevent a gay father from having custody of, or 
access to, his daughter on the basis of his sexuality. The judgment made 
by the ECHR referred to two articles of the European Convention: Article 
8 (the right to respect for his family life) and Article 14 (the right to be free 
from discrimination).16

In some states in the United States, lesbian and gay parenthood fol-
lowing heterosexual separation and divorce is defined with reference to 
the nexus test. Under that test, parental behaviors, including aspects con-
nected with parental sexual orientation, cannot be introduced as admis-
sible evidence unless a direct connection can be established between the 
specific parental behavior in question and a negative effect on child de-
velopment.17 Thus, while many states have moved away from per se rules 
that restrict custody for gay and lesbian parents solely on sexual orienta-
tion, under the nexus test the “moral fitness” of a gay or lesbian parent 
may be scrutinized or the judge might be concerned to protect a child 
from homophobia.18 For instance, some states have limited parents from 
having an unmarried partner in the home overnight, thus making postdi-
vorce living arrangements particularly difficult for lesbian or gay parents 
if state laws also prohibit same-sex marriage or domestic partnership 
agreements. However, since Lawrence v. Texas,19 custody rulings restrict-
ing a parent’s consensual same-sex conduct in private or cohabitation are 
presumably unconstitutional; therefore, state courts would find it difficult 
to point to same-sex conduct as illegal and thus immoral.

Various commentators have identified a gradual change in legal atti-
tudes so that parental sexual orientation per se is less likely to be an issue 
in maintaining parenting after separation or divorce in the United States, 
although it may still be a legal journey fraught with uncertainty.20 Also, 
a change in legal attitudes is more evident for lesbian mothers than for 
gay fathers. Gay fathers potentially face a double dose of prejudice against 
men as primary caregivers, and against their sexual identity.21

Planned Lesbian or Gay Parenting through Assisted  
Reproductive Technology 
Different sets of legal issues arise for lesbians and gay men achieving 
planned parenthood through use of donor gametes and other forms of 
ART. The Ethics Committee of the American Society for Reproductive 
Medicine (ASRM) issued a report in 2009 that concluded: “Ethical ar-
guments supporting denial of access to fertility services on the basis of 
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marital status or sexual orientation cannot be justified.”22 Nevertheless, 
some state regulations in the United States impose limitations and condi-
tions under which insurance coverage is made available or have restric-
tions on permissible expenses. In practice these regulations may exclude 
certain groups like cohabiting same-sex couples, or single women or men 
with lower incomes, from using ART because these technologies require 
expensive treatments such as donor gametes plus surrogacy. In their over-
view of legislation pertaining to ART across the United States, Kindregan 
and McBrien observed: “Whereas a few states have attempted to regulate 
certain practices, for the most part ART is largely unregulated. Medical 
insurance of ART services, clinic reporting requirements, religious exemp-
tions, medical evaluation of gamete donors, and standards of practice dif-
fer greatly throughout the country.”23

Many states have accepted the principle of the Uniform Parentage Act 
(UPA; 1973) clarifying that a donor who provides semen to a licensed phy-
sician has no legal or financial obligation to any children conceived with 
his sperm. Some states have adopted the updated UPA (2000), which does 
not require the intercession of a licensed physician.24 When the donor is 
known to the recipient, however, some states may impose some parental 
responsibilities upon the donor, and some known donors have sought pa-
rental rights.25 In other states, such as California, the known donor does 
not acquire legal rights or responsibilities if a medical doctor conducts the 
insemination.26

Empirical research indicates that, in contrast to many heterosexual 
couples, many lesbian mothers prefer a known donor to an unknown 
donor. For example, studies in the United States have indicated that many 
lesbian mothers wanted a known donor, due in part to wanting to have 
male involvement in their children’s lives.27 Data from the U.S. National 
Longitudinal Lesbian Family Study (NLLFS) indicate that children with 
known or unknown donors are indistinguishable in terms of their subse-
quent psychological adjustment.28

In recent decades, surrogacy has become a route to parenthood for 
some gay men, although some U.S. states prohibit it.29 Clinic clients may 
either use a traditional surrogate, where the surrogate’s own egg is fertil-
ized, or a gestational surrogate with an egg donor. In either case, the egg 
is fertilized with the directed donor’s sperm (i.e., the sperm of the man or 
male couple commissioning the surrogacy). Another surrogacy possibility 
is embryo donation where a resulting baby is not related to the client(s) 
or the gestational surrogate. As Greenfeld and Seli emphasize, there are 
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several reasons to provide counseling prior to ART.30 First, the proposed 
surrogate or gamete donor may be a friend or relative. Second, when both 
men in a gay couple may want to provide sperm to fertilize the eggs avail-
able for surrogacy, and if a twin pregnancy resulted, then each man would 
be a genetic father. In this scenario, clients must consider how they would 
feel about bringing up two children with a different genetic relationship to 
each of them. Further, if the transfer of mixed-sperm embryos resulted in 
a single pregnancy, the gay couple needs to consider the possibility of hav-
ing a child who may, or may not, be their genetic offspring.

Many countries do not allow access to ART treatments or adoption by 
same-sex couples or single unmarried women whatever their sexuality.31 
Therefore, states in the United States, such as California, that do allow 
such access may be visited by “reproductive tourists” who have the finan-
cial means to pay for treatment.

While clients and participants in ART programs are required to have 
a legal contract in place prior to proceeding, depending on what U.S. 
state they come from (and what state the baby is delivered in), same-sex 
couples using ART services may, or may not, be able to have the names 
of both parents on the child’s birth certificate.32 Only some states allow 
same-sex couples to marry and consent together to be recipients of ART, 
or allow for both same-sex partners to register as parents under two-par-
ent adoption law. Second-parent adoptions enable a co-parent (non–birth 
parent or social parent) to establish legal parent status without ending the 
legal rights or responsibilities of the child’s other legal parent. Patterson 
reported that second-parent adoptions have been granted in twenty-six 
states and the District of Columbia.33 The American Academy of Pediat-
rics recently reaffirmed its earlier policy statement on the medical value of 
co-parent or second-parent adoption by same-sex couples.34

Planned Lesbian or Gay Parenting through Adoption
Another route to parenthood for lesbian and gay parents has been adopt-
ing a biologically unrelated child who cannot be cared for by birth fam-
ily members (stranger adoption). Adoption is often a first-choice route to 
parenthood for lesbians and gay men, in contrast to many heterosexual 
women and men who consider adoption only after finding that they could 
not have biologically related children.35 Openly out same-sex couples 
have completed “stranger adoptions” in some U.S. states, for example, 
California, Massachusetts, and New York. Nevertheless, adoption law and 
practice vary among the states with regard to lesbians and gay men as 
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potential adoptive parents.36 In some states, single lesbian or gay parents 
have accomplished adoption only because their sexual orientation has 
not come to light.37

More than 100,000 children in the United States remain in foster care 
after having been legally approved for adoption. In particular, a dispro-
portionate number of African American, Hispanic, or mixed-race children 
wait to be placed, as they exceed the number of racial minority prospec-
tive adopters available.38 The available evidence suggests that lesbians 
wanting to become adoptive parents may be a source of potential homes 
as Caucasian lesbian couples waiting to adopt appeared to be more open 
to transracial adoption than were heterosexual couples.39 Lesbians in 
Goldberg’s study also pointed to diversity in their communities and the 
perceived likelihood of extended family support as reasons supporting 
their willingness to consider transracial adoption.

Around 60 percent of U.S. adoption agencies have approved nonhet-
erosexual women and men as potential adopters, and nearly 40 percent of 
agencies record having placed children with them.40 Goldberg, Downing, 
and Sauck found that many of the thirty-five lesbian couples they inter-
viewed wanted to approach adoption agencies by being open that they 
were a lesbian couple seeking to adopt.41 However, unless the couple was 
working with a GLBT-affirming adoption agency, being fully “out” during 
the adoption process risked losing the chance to adopt.42 This led to cou-
ples compromising on being out, often to the disadvantage of their rela-
tionship, because of the legal and social realities they faced.

Lesbian or Gay Parenting and Children’s Development
Research into lesbian and gay parenting has boomed in recent years. 
While many studies have focused on the parents’ experiences in families 
led by lesbian mothers or gay fathers, other research teams have investi-
gated children’s psychosocial and psychosexual development. A number 
of influential reviews have evaluated and detailed the research on de-
velopmental outcomes and concluded that parental sexual orientation 
makes little difference to key developmental outcomes.43 My approach in 
this chapter is not to review the field comprehensively. Instead, I have di-
rected attention to key studies in the area. Mostly these studies have been 
able effectively to evaluate developmental outcomes for children, because 
they have directly compared outcomes for children brought up by lesbian 
or gay parents with outcomes for children brought up by heterosexual 
parents under matched (similar) circumstances.
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Previously, one major criticism of research into developmental out-
comes for children raised by lesbian or gay parents (as noted in chapter 
15) was that the findings were based on small, self-selected samples of 
mainly Caucasian, university-educated, and relatively affluent lesbian-led 
families.44 Relatively little was known about other demographic groups. 
Research studies now have begun to examine whether results are repre-
sentative of the wider population. Examples include a study by Wainright 
and colleagues using the U.S. National Longitudinal Study of Adolescent 
Health (Add Health) database and a study by Golombok and colleagues 
of five- to seven-year-old children in the United Kingdom drawing about 
half of its lesbian-led families group from the Avon Longitudinal Study of 
Parents and Children database.45

Drawing from the Add Health national database of U.S. high school stu-
dents, Wainright and colleagues found that forty-four adolescents from 
households headed by female same-sex couples were performing well in 
terms of school adjustment and standard measures of psychosocial ad-
justment46 and displayed low levels of delinquent behavior, substance 
use, and rates of victimization.47 Adolescents from same-sex-parented 
families recorded similar scores to a matched group of adolescents from 
heterosexual two-parent households on these outcome measures and 
also on measures of romantic relationships, sexual behavior, and positive 
parent-adolescent relationships. Thus, family type did not seem to be as-
sociated with developmental outcomes, but the quality of parenting did. 
Across different family types, parents who described closer relationships 
with their adolescent sons and daughters were less likely to have adoles-
cents who reported delinquent behavior or substance use.48 Furthermore, 
when parents reported more satisfying relationships with their adolescent 
offspring, their sons and daughters reported better engagement with their 
high school.49

Findings from these two reports from a nationally representative U.S. 
Add Health database have gone a long way to quell doubts over extrapo-
lating from the results of convenience samples.50 Moreover, most previous 
studies concentrated on investigating the well-being of younger children 
and were unable to examine whether parental sexual orientation would 
only later become an issue for their adolescent offspring. The Add Health 
studies suggest that adolescents do not have more difficulties growing up 
in female two-parent households than in heterosexual two-parent families.

Nevertheless, conclusions drawn from the Add Health database were 
limited in other ways, as the authors acknowledged: findings were based 
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on parent and adolescent self-report standard questionnaires, gathered at 
a single point in time, and the small sample size did not permit investiga-
tion of demographic subgroups.51 Moreover, survey questions did not ask 
about parental sexual identity. Thus identification of same-sex-parented 
households relied on parental reports of being in a marriage or marriage-
like relationship with someone of the same sex. To utilize research find-
ings to address legal and policy questions, it is essential to examine find-
ings from small-scale surveys that investigate household composition and 
route to parenthood.

Lesbian and Gay Parenting after Heterosexual Separation  
and Divorce
Beginning in the 1980s, studies were published on the psychological well-
being of children who had lived with their lesbian mother after their moth-
er’s and father’s relationship ended. These studies focused on the quality of 
postdivorce parenting and children’s emotional, social, and psychosexual 
development, as these aspects were debated in court cases when postdi-
vorce custody and access were denied to lesbian mothers. The investiga-
tion by Green and colleagues was one of the largest and most rigorous 
of such studies.52 Comparing questionnaire data from fifty single lesbian 
mothers with a matched control group of forty single heterosexual moth-
ers across the United States, Green and his colleagues found much simi-
larity in the parenting, marital history, and living situations of the mothers 
and no significant differences between boys or girls (aged three to eleven 
years) in either family group on intelligence test scores, perceptions of 
peer group popularity, or indications of emotional difficulties on a projec-
tive test. None of the children in the sample met criteria for gender iden-
tity problems, and boys from either type of family did not differ in their 
gender role development. However, girls in lesbian-led families tended to 
indicate a wider range of games, toys, leisure time activities, and job pref-
erences than did girls from heterosexual mother families.

Other studies have reported similar findings. For example, Golombok 
and colleagues found no differences between lesbian and single hetero-
sexual mother families after divorce on the psychological adjustment of 
either mothers or children.53 Many children who participated in that study 
were reinterviewed as young adults in the British Longitudinal Study of 
Lesbian Mother Families.54 Findings from this later study indicated that 
children from lesbian mother families continued to be in good mental 
health in adulthood. The sons and daughters studied generally retained 
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the close childhood relationships they had with their mothers, and young 
people in lesbian-led households recorded more positive relationships 
with their mother’s female partner than were reported by young people 
in the comparison group when they talked about their mother’s new male 
partner. The majority of the young adults from lesbian mother families 
identified as heterosexual; only two young women identified as lesbian.55 
No family type differences were found between the two groups of fami-
lies in overall rates of being teased or bullied. Nevertheless, young people 
from lesbian mother families, particularly young men rather than young 
women and those from working-class rather than middle-class back-
grounds, tended to be more likely to recollect having been teased about 
their own sexuality, or were perhaps more sensitive to this issue.56 These 
detailed analyses suggest that parental sexual orientation in and of itself 
had limited association with young adult developmental outcomes. What 
seemed to have a bigger influence on the way young persons experienced 
their family life was the wider social context in which they grew up and 
how their family handled this. For example, young adults who had diffi-
culties accepting their mother’s lesbian identity were more likely to have 
been teased by peers about their own sexuality, and this problem was 
more acute if their mother had not been empathetic to the young person’s 
peer dilemmas.

A limited amount of research evidence has been collected on the de-
velopment of children with gay fathers, possibly because most of the gay 
fathers surveyed in the United Kingdom or the United States were non-
residential parents with children visiting rather than residing with them.57 
This may have helped the children to manage possible peer group stigma. 
Few of the fathers in Barrett and Tasker’s survey reported that their chil-
dren had experienced any peer relationship difficulties.58 Around 20 per-
cent of children in Wyers’s survey had experienced peer group problems, 
but around 75 percent of gay fathers reported that children had been con-
cerned that they might have difficulties.59 Bailey and colleagues found that 
most of the fathers they surveyed reported that their adult sons identified 
as heterosexual, with only 9 percent of the sample of just over eighty sons 
considered as gay or bisexual.60

To date no published study has systematically examined the psycho-
logical adjustment of children with gay fathers. However, questionnaire 
data from fathers and qualitative data from interviews with fathers or 
their adolescent and young adult offspring give no indication of mental 
health problems.61 Bigner and Jacobsen conducted a postal survey of gay 
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and heterosexual fathers parenting children after divorce.62 Compared 
with the heterosexual fathers surveyed, the gay fathers tended to have a 
more appropriate, authoritative parenting style (i.e., were more respon-
sive to their children’s needs but also set stricter limits on their children’s 
behavior). Gay fathers also reported being more cautious than the het-
erosexual fathers in showing physical affection to their partner if their 
children were present. Other reports have indicated that gay fathers with 
male partners report fewer parenting difficulties compared with unpart-
nered gay fathers and that integration of their gay partner into family life 
was associated with higher ratings of satisfaction with family life by gay 
fathers and their children.63

Planned Lesbian and Gay Parenting
To date, only a handful of published reports have focused on planned gay 
fatherhood.64 These reports have mostly examined the perspective of the 
men parenting rather than assessed children’s developmental outcomes 
and so have not been reviewed here.

Several studies have investigated the development of children born to 
lesbian mothers via donor insemination. For example, findings from the 
Contemporary Families Study detail the family relationships and well-be-
ing of boys and girls aged around seven who were conceived via donor in-
semination at a single clinic in California.65 The sample comprised thirty-
four families headed by lesbian couples, twenty-one families headed by 
single lesbian mothers, and thirty-five families headed by heterosexual 
couples or heterosexual single mothers. The groups sampled enabled con-
trolled comparisons between parental sexual orientation and number of 
parents in the home. Parental and teacher reported scores on a standard 
measure of children’s psychological adjustment were similar across all 
types of families and fell within the normal range of scores on the CBCL. 
What did seem to be associated with children’s psychological adjustment 
problems were parental reports of higher levels of parenting distress, 
more difficult parent-child relationships, and, for couples in the sample, 
lower levels of satisfaction with their relationship with their partner. Find-
ings from a study comparing lesbian and heterosexual two-parent families 
in the Netherlands also confirm that child adjustment is not associated 
with family type but is instead linked to quality of parenting and level of 
satisfaction with a partner’s co-parenting.66

The Contemporary Families Study research team investigated the di-
vision of household labor in couple-headed families.67 These statistical 
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analyses revealed that lesbian couples shared child care tasks more evenly 
than did heterosexual couples. Other studies also note this more equitable 
division of labor.68 This underlines the generally high levels of involvement 
in parenting by nonbiological parents in planned lesbian-led families.

A longitudinal study in the United Kingdom has compared the devel-
opment of children raised in fatherless families (children raised in single- 
or two-parent lesbian mother families or by single heterosexual mothers) 
with the development of children raised in father-present two-parent fam-
ilies through childhood,69 adolescence,70 and early adulthood.71 No group 
differences in adolescent self-esteem scores were found between children 
brought up in different types of families.72 Earlier tentative findings of dif-
ference in children’s self-perceptions of physical and cognitive compe-
tence were not repeated.73 Both sets of children raised in fatherless fami-
lies continued to retain closer relationships with their mothers than did 
children in heterosexual two-parent families, but birth mothers in father-
less families also reported more severe disputes with their early adoles-
cent sons and daughters. MacCallum and Golombok did find differences 
related to family type on adolescent gender role development: adolescent 
sons in either type of fatherless family reported more feminine-type, but 
no less masculine-type, gender role behavior compared with sons brought 
up by heterosexual mothers and fathers.74

Data from the NLLFS collected when the children were age ten found 
that children with lesbian mothers generally did not have psychological 
adjustment difficulties.75 Nevertheless, NLLFS ten-year-olds who had ex-
perienced peer group prejudice were more likely to have emotional and 
behavioral problems reported.76 For adolescents in the NLLFS, at age 
seventeen the association between experience of peer group prejudice 
and psychological adjustment was neutralized by positive parent-child 
relationships.77

Findings from the sample recruited by Golombok and colleagues when 
the sons and daughters were followed up at around age nineteen indi-
cated similar young adult outcome profiles on peer relationships and psy-
chological adjustment across all three family types.78 Mothers in father-
less families reported being more emotionally involved in the lives of the 
young adult children than mothers in heterosexual two-parent families. 
Nevertheless, young adults’ perceptions of how close they were to their 
mother did not differ by family type. At the start of young adulthood, only 
one of the offspring interviewed identified as nonheterosexual (a bisexual 
woman from a lesbian-led family). Data from the NLLFS sample at age 
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seventeen indicated that growing up in a lesbian-led family was associ-
ated with a later-than-average age at first heterosexual contact, while 
daughters from lesbian mother families were more likely to have a same-
sex experience in comparison with a U.S. national sample.79

Reviewing the evidence from different studies, Biblarz and Stacey have 
argued that lesbian couples with children may be more likely to sepa-
rate than heterosexual parents.80 Nevertheless, it remains to be seen how 
changing legislative provisions for same-sex marriage or civil unions will 
influence this finding. Recent data from the NLLFS indicate that, if les-
bian couples do separate, then most mothers are able to organize shared 
residency, which is more likely to happen if the co-mother had legally ad-
opted their child.81 Adolescent psychological adjustment did not vary with 
shared residency or co-parent adoption, but a higher percentage of ado-
lescents reported closeness to both parents if co-mothers had adopted.

Lesbian and Gay Adoptive Parents
Carefully designed studies have examined the well-being of children ad-
opted by lesbian or gay parents by comparing their developmental out-
comes with those of a matched group of children adopted by heterosexual 
parents. Erich, Leung, and Kindle compared lesbian, gay, and heterosex-
ual adoptive parents’ reports of their children’s behavior, finding no dif-
ferences in levels of behavioral problems across the three types of fam-
ily.82 Parental sexual orientation also was not associated with how helpful 
adoptive parents thought their extended family support networks were. 
Another study, by Leung and colleagues, compared scores on standard 
family functioning tests as reported by lesbian or gay adoptive parents 
and heterosexual adoptive parents.83 Generally, adoptive families were 
functioning effectively, and scores did not differ by family type. The only 
exception was families with late-adopted children, where lesbian or gay 
adoptive parents reported more positive family functioning scores than 
did heterosexual adoptive parents. Another study found that the lesbian 
and gay adoptive parents who reported the highest levels of family func-
tioning also tended to be those who had adopted sibling groups and/or 
older children, often with preadoption histories of abuse.84 Late-adopted 
children (often with preadoption trauma) or sibling groups are usually the 
hardest children to place for adoption.

Data from lesbian and gay adoptive parents analyzed by Ryan similarly 
have indicated that they generally report few parenting difficulties, de-
spite many of the children in these families having experienced trauma 
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prior to adoption.85 In another study, Ryan and Cash found that the ma-
jority of lesbian or gay adoptive parents they sampled reported that their 
children had not been teased or stigmatized because they had been ad-
opted or because of having lesbian or gay parents.86

Conclusion
My review has surveyed lesbian and gay parenting across the diverse 
circumstances of parenting after heterosexual separation and divorce, 
planned lesbian and gay parenting through ART, and parenting after adop-
tion. General data on the psychological well-being of children brought up 
in families led by lesbian or gay parents have undermined arguments lim-
iting access to ART, denial of adoption, and restricting custody and access 
on grounds of parental sexual orientation. Recent research indicates that 
parenting is on the future agendas of many young adult lesbians and gay 
men.87

In many states in the United States and countries under the European 
Convention of Human Rights, legislation has evolved to maintain the con-
nection between lesbian and gay parents and their children from previ-
ous heterosexual partnerships. Laws are also moving slowly to acknowl-
edge connections between nonbiological parents and children in families 
formed by lesbian and gay parents through adoption and ART. Further 
legal change is necessary to recognize the diversity of needs of children 
in families led by nonheterosexual parents. For example, it would be ad-
vantageous to develop a consistent legal framework on the position of 
a known donor regarding a child conceived via gamete donation. Given 
the research evidence on the contributions made by co-parents in chil-
dren’s lives, it would also be valuable to have a way of legally acknowledg-
ing the role of a nonbiological co-parent in the child’s life, irrespective of 
the co-parent’s marriage, civil partnership, or coresidency with the child’s 
biological parent. In the United Kingdom, progress toward this has been 
achieved through the use of parental responsibility orders issued under 
the Children Act,88 which enable more than one adult of the same sex si-
multaneously to hold parental responsibility.

Polikoff has argued that parenting and caregiving are the elements of 
family life that need to be prioritized in family law, which should focus on 
the varied needs of different types of families rather than regarding mar-
riage (either same-sex or different-sex) as the bedrock of family policy.89 
Research on lesbian and gay parenting and child development is congru-
ent with this position in that family type per se makes little difference to 
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children’s well-being. What matters instead are family processes, access to 
socioeconomic resources, and how the social systems that surround the 
family respond.
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John Bowlby’s experiences with institutionalized orphans, severely de-
prived of maternal care, convinced him that prevailing theories were in-
adequate to explain the developmental sequelae he observed.1 The leading 
explanation of the origins of the infant’s relationship with primary caregiv-
ers maintained that the bond was a by-product of association of moth-
ers with feeding.2 However, serious short- and long-term socioemotional 
problems of children raised in institutions convinced him that substitute, 
multiple caregivers who provided adequate nutrition to infants could not 
replace biological mothers. He suggested that intact parent-child bonds 
were as important to child development as adequate physical care,3 and 
that foster care could not adequately support cognitive, social, and emo-
tional development.

In Attachment and Loss,4 Bowlby posited that the “ultimate outcome” 
for all behavioral systems was “survival of the genes an individual is car-
rying,” anchoring his theory in evolutionary biology.5 Although a primary 
function of attachment is to protect infants by maintaining physical prox-
imity to caregivers, it is also likely associated with wider adaptive goals, 
such as facilitation of social integration and nurturing. The social and 
cognitive skills necessary to accomplish this include learning cooperation 
and competition during preschool and school-age periods and creating 
intimate relationships necessary for reproduction and adequate parent-
hood.6 Biologically based attachment has far-reaching implications for 
long-term development of individuals and kinship.

The quality of early attachment relationships is an important predic-
tor of social, emotional, and cognitive development.7 Further, recent work 
on the biological foundations of attachment relationships suggests that 
parenting is intrinsically connected to biological processes in both par-
ent and child. Interconnections among genetics, epigenetics, and rearing 
experiences are far more intricate and complex than our description re-
flects, with continual interplay between behavioral, environmental, and/
or biological mechanisms in both parent and child.
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Here, we examine the biology of attachment, with a focus on the devel-
opment of bonds between parent and child, reviewing literature regarding 
maternal attachment. Recent studies indicate that offspring-father inter-
actions are important and may lead to changes in the neuronal architec-
ture of fathers. Much of this work on attachment was recently summa-
rized in an excellent book.8 We are interested in framing the discussion in 
terms of possible long-term biological consequences of changing parental 
structures. We examine the role of secure and insecure attachment rela-
tionships in promoting offspring survival and maintenance of kinship. We 
strike a note of caution with respect to changes in parenting structures 
and practices that might threaten biological connections within kinship 
systems.

The Biological Bases of Attachment
The modern synthesis of evolutionary theory has become the centerpiece 
underlying the entire scope of biology. However, the rapid rate of scientific 
advances has not kept pace with societal changes and the policy decisions 
taken to engineer them. Significant changes in parenting structures have 
been made for a number of reasons — the need for both parents to work, 
wider separation of extended families as children seek work far from 
home, changes in divorce laws, changes in the definition of marriage, as 
well as the desire of same-sex couples to raise children.

Changes in parenting structures and in policies center upon adults and 
what is best or most desirable for them. They either assume the new ar-
rangements have little or no impact on children or ignore children’s rights 
completely. Liberalization of divorce laws to end “bad” marriages is one 
example that had wide-reaching and unexpected consequences for chil-
dren and families. Few changes in policy or practice consider the relevant 
biological dimensions, especially regarding how environment and early 
life influences shape outcomes for offspring.

The Pair-Bond and Children
Monogamous arrangements occur when males and females mate exclu-
sively (or almost) and generally undertake biparental care of offspring. 
One well-studied model of the physiology underlying monogamy in 
mammals compares closely related voles; the monogamous prairie vole 
is generally biparental while montane and meadow voles are nonmo-
nogamous.9 Two neuropeptide hormones, oxytocin (OT) and arginine 
vasopressin (AVP), have been identified as critical for partner preference 
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formation. OT is also critical for mother-infant bonding in sheep,10 while 
AVP has been implicated in a number of male-specific social behaviors, 
including parental attachment. Both hormones play roles in the forma-
tion of attachment in either sex, although OT seems to be more impor-
tant in females while the converse is true for AVP.11 Precise molecular 
mechanisms underlying gender differences remain elusive as levels of 
receptors for both hormones are similar in the relevant brain regions 
of males and females. Molecular complexities in the underlying signal-
ing machinery associated with these receptors, when known, will reveal 
the basis for these differences. Interestingly, the distribution of receptors 
for these hormones is distinct in brains of monogamous versus nonmo-
nogamous voles. Anatomical studies demonstrated higher levels of the 
oxytocin receptor (OTR) in two brain regions, the striatum (caudate puta-
men and nucleus accumbens), and higher levels of a particular subtype 
of receptor for AVP, the V1a receptor (V1aR) in ventral pallidum, medial 
amygdala, and mediodorsal thalamus in pair-bonding prairie voles. Pair-
bonding also seems to involve conditioned learning and dopamine (espe-
cially within the nucleus accumbens) and is critical for partner preference 
formation in prairie voles.12

Oxytocin “knockout” or gene-deleted mice fail to recognize individuals 
to whom they have been previously exposed13 and show numerous social 
defects,14 while V1aR knockout animals show a complete loss of social rec-
ognition.15 Other specific olfactory and neural processing events remain 
grossly intact.

The relevance of these studies to humans is unknown. However, there 
are elevations in OT levels during female orgasm and increases in AVP 
levels during male sexual arousal.16 Imaging studies indicate that brain 
reward circuits involving dopamine and neuropeptides are involved in 
human pair-bonding.17 Many of the same pathways involved in pair-bond 
formation are involved in forming attachments between parents and off-
spring. In evolutionary terms, these two bonds are intimately connected.

Attachment: Reciprocal Changes in the Mother and Infant
There are obvious shortcomings in animal models when relating their 
findings to humans. The evolution of the human neocortex adds many 
layers of complexity with respect to controls on simpler neural circuits 
involved in pair-bonding and parent-offspring attachment. However, simi-
larities exist across different species in formation of these attachments.18 
There are common core neuroanatomic features in lower brain systems 
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and in the signaling machinery underlying their function conserved 
throughout mammalian evolution.

Reciprocal interactions between mothers and offspring bring about 
changes in cellular signaling systems.19 Maternal experience results in pro-
found changes in many maternal hormonal response systems — includ-
ing stress-signaling pathways such as the hypothalamic-pituitary-adrenal 
axis (HPA). The postpartum period shows elevated levels in circulating 
glucocorticoids in rats in response to nursing pups, linked to changes 
in production of new neurons, or neurogenesis, in the hippocampus — a 
key brain structure involved in memory consolidation.20 Neurogenesis in 
adults reflects the remarkable hippocampal structural plasticity,21 appreci-
ated recently in many species, including humans. Genetic ablation of new 
hippocampal neurons in transgenic mice resulted in altered contextual 
and spatial memory formation, suggesting that continuous neurogenesis 
is critical for normal brain function.22 These changes also provide feed-
back to the HPA, altering subsequent stress responses postpartum. Cel-
lular responses to glucocorticoids have metabolic consequences as well, 
diverting energy and resources for physiological effects such as increased 
milk production.23 Changes in the mother are important in forming at-
tachments to infants and have long-term consequences for how moth-
ers interact with later offspring. Evidence in animal models suggests that 
some but not all foster parents also undergo responses elicited in biologi-
cal parents by exposure to young.24 Anecdotal evidence indicates this is 
likely true in human foster parents as well.

Changes in infants are also induced by early interactions with the 
mother. Although these events are involved in formation of initial attach-
ments, the nature of these interactions for developing infants has marked 
and likely permanent consequences: many developmental switches are 
set during a critical time window in early attachment. There are strong 
precedents for long-term effects of missing environmentally sensitive de-
velopmental windows. Many of these involve early interactions between 
offspring and caregivers. Developmental consequences may thus be con-
siderations in the timing of adoptions (i.e., the age of the child) for both 
homosexual and heterosexual couples. Maternal deprivation in animals 
leads to changes in their behavior as adults. There are parallel changes in 
neuroendocrine function and brain architecture, which probably under-
lie behavioral changes. Interestingly, prolonged maternal separation in 
the early postnatal period does not affect basal HPA function (i.e., in its 
role in physical growth). However, distinct alterations in HPA regulation 
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are manifested following stressful experiences as adult animals. In rats 
previously subjected to long periods of maternal deprivation, stress re-
sponses, including release of corticotrophin-releasing factor (CRF), ad-
renocorticotrophin (ACTH), and corticosterone, increase significantly.25 
Individual differences in two forms of maternal behavior in rats (licking/
grooming of pups [LG] and arched-back nursing [ABN]) are a model for 
variations in parental care.26 As adults, offspring of high-LG/ABN mothers 
show decreased startle responses, increased open-field exploration, and 
shorter latencies to eat food provided in novel environments. Offspring of 
low-LG/ABN mothers show greater active responses to perceived threats. 
The consequences of variations in maternal behavior include alterations 
in sexual behavior of the offspring as adults. Offspring of low-LG mothers 
showed increased sexual receptivity, increased plasma levels of luteinizing 
hormone (LH) and progesterone, changes in the feedback loop between 
estrogen on LH production by the pituitary, and increased expression of 
estrogen receptors in certain brain regions.27

Maternal care significantly impacts behavior in later life. Greater anxi-
ety, impaired maternal care, and diminished spatial navigation learn-
ing result from reduced maternal attention.28 Maternal deprivation re-
duces pools of nascent neurons in the rat dentate gyrus, a hippocampal 
structure involved in memory formation.29 Reduced neurogenesis may 
be linked with human psychiatric disorders, including depression.30 In-
deed, prolonged treatment with antidepressants increases neurogenesis 
in animals.31 Maternal deprivation decreases the number of immature, 
but not mature, neurons added to the dentate gyrus in adulthood.32 The 
functional consequences of early adverse experience may involve a dimin-
ished pool of nascent neurons in adult animals. Evidence suggests that 
immature neurons have a unique and important role in the functioning 
of the adult hippocampus. Immature granule neurons, for example, may 
be involved in anxiety regulation33 and learning.34 Maternally deprived rats 
show heightened anxiety and a diminished capacity to learn some tasks.35 
Decreases in adult-generated immature neurons associated with mater-
nal deprivation may impair hippocampal function in HPA feedback (i.e., 
how stress systems are attenuated and regulated), which may also explain 
why these changes are linked to stress in adult animals and why depres-
sion is stress-induced. Researchers have only begun to assess the extent 
of gene expression (or, as we discuss later, epigenetic modifications) and 
cellular signaling changes that are altered by maternal deprivation. Only 
large-scale longitudinal studies in humans will reveal the magnitude and 
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ultimate impact of these early changes on later responses to stress or altered 
susceptibility to disease.

Changes in Fathers as Well?
The mother-infant bond has obviously received greater scrutiny than the 
father-infant bond. However, positive paternal effects on offspring out-
comes, including acceleration of sexual maturation in females, have been 
demonstrated in multimate primate social groups.36 Human fathers are 
more responsive to infant cues than are nonfathers.37 This involves both 
hormonal alterations, as observed in mothers, and changes in neuronal 
architecture in the father’s brain. For example, in marmosets, which, like 
human fathers, help raise their young, changes were detected in dendritic 
spine density on pyramidal neurons in the prefrontal cortex.38 This certainly 
affects learning and memory formation. Interestingly, there is an increase 
in V1aR density in these spines as well. The mechanisms underlying these 
changes are not known, nor are environmental or biochemical signals that 
might induce these changes in fathers, although feedback changes in va-
sopressin signaling might be involved. Cues from offspring are not well 
understood either. Previous maternal experience, which shapes mothers’ 
responses to subsequent offspring, may also occur in fathers. For example, 
experienced human fathers show increased prolactin levels and changes in 
testosterone levels compared with first-time fathers, suggesting that inter-
actions with children result in lasting hormonal alterations.39

Environmental Effects on Gene Expression
The notion of developmental windows affected by environmental influ-
ences is well established. Quality of parental care is a key environmental 
determinant for correct development. In addition to changes in individual 
brain structures and the architecture of stress-related signaling, depen-
dent on the amount and quality of parental care, there is now a recently 
recognized possibility that these changes may be heritable. Specific chem-
ical modifications to regulatory regions of different genes are recognized 
as critical for genetic imprinting and silencing of genes from one of the 
two parental chromosomes.40 These modifications do not require changes 
in coding sequences of the genes involved. Multiple stable gene expression 
states or phenotypes can thus be generated from the same sequence of 
DNA. This is referred to as epigenetic rather than genetic change.

These modifications were initially thought to be static, that is, switches 
thrown once, permanently, during embryonic development. It is now clear 
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that changes in epigenetic status of different genes are quite dynamic.41 
Thus, DNA methylation and histone modification, the two primary epi-
genetic marks, are modified by experience, and changes can have lasting 
effects on gene expression for individuals. Further, changes in the epig-
enome can be inherited, in effect passing the consequences of environ-
mental influences onto subsequent generations.

Are there examples of parent-offspring interactions that modify the 
epigenome? In fact, this occurs in a number of relevant ways.42 Variations 
in maternal behaviors, which reflect different levels of sensory stimula-
tion (especially tactile), had consequences over a critical period of neural 
development.43 In offspring of high-LG/ABN mothers, there was greater 
expression of genes related to metabolic activity, receptors for the neu-
rotransmitter glutamate, and a number of growth factors involved in con-
trolling cellular function, compared with offspring of normal- or low-LG/
ABN mothers. Differences in gene expression patterns that govern behav-
ioral responses to novelty (and the stresses it engenders) in offspring can 
be directly linked to maternal care over the first week of life. This is medi-
ated through alterations in the function of the HPA and affected cogni-
tive and emotional development through changes in underlying neuronal 
pathways. Changes in expression of the hippocampal glucocorticoid re-
ceptor (GR) gene is a key mechanistic element. Maternal care regulates 
its expression by altering two aspects of the epigenomic status: the acety-
lation of histone H3 and the methylation of the consensus sequence in 
the promoter of the GR gene (where the transcriptional machinery is re-
cruited to initiate gene expression). For example, the GR promoter region, 
methylated in low-LG mothers, is sensitive to a transcription factor called 
nerve growth factor-inducible protein A (NGFI-A). A recent study dem-
onstrated that childhood abuse in humans is linked to epigenetic changes 
in the NGFI-A regulation of transcription from the GR promoter in brain 
tissue.44 This again highlights how these mechanisms are conserved 
throughout mammalian evolution.

Epigenome dynamics are recognized as increasingly important for 
normal development and correct function of physiological systems. They 
are also important modulators of disease progression and responses to 
therapeutic interventions. At present, our understanding of molecular sig-
naling pathways that modulate the epigenome is rudimentary. Sensory, 
hormonal, and neurotransmitter signaling can impact epigenetic mark-
ing of different genes. In the example discussed earlier, the neurotrans-
mitter serotonin modulates a common cellular signaling molecule, cyclic 
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adenosine monophosphate (cAMP), underlying changes in the epigenetic 
status of the GR.45 Beyond this example, we have little information as to 
how the hundreds of other cellular signaling pathways responding to both 
internal and external cues might regulate epigenome dynamics.46

Long-Term Consequences of Changing the Nature of Parenthood
We believe long-term sequelae associated with changing the nature of 
parenting are unknown and that it is unwise to assume that such changes 
will be necessarily benign, especially if biology is ignored when engineer-
ing changes in parenting structures and practices. We should think seri-
ously about the potential impact of further changes. Recent studies echo 
concerns about the pace and nature of societal changes. The view that 
individual patterns of gene expression fixed in the epigenome during de-
velopment were stable (i.e., inherited with high fidelity between genera-
tions) has been challenged. This was demonstrated by comparing identi-
cal twins sharing the same genome who accumulate epigenomic changes 
leading to distinct patterns of stable gene expression.47

For epigenetic variation to affect inheritance, propagation of epigen-
etic marks in mitosis (i.e., the division of cells in the body) is insufficient. 
Transmission through the germ line is essential. During development, epi-
genetic marks from either parent are largely erased during early embryo 
cleavages.48 This model of epigenetic resetting in early development rein-
forces a widely held view that epigenetic information accumulated over 
a lifetime is confined to a single generation. However, epigenetic erasure 
is incomplete in many different species, including mammals, suggesting 
that parental epigenetic status can be transmitted to offspring for multi-
ple generations.49 Significant epigenetic variation occurs within individu-
als—between different parental gene alleles—as well as between different 
individuals, and both types of variation are transmissible from parent to 
offspring.50 Knowing that epigenomic changes can be passed onto off-
spring and that these changes figure significantly in early development of 
correct attachment strongly indicates that early interactions and environ-
mental quality are important not only for children per se but possibly for 
their children as well. Transgenerational effects of environmental quality 
may have tremendous impact on human disease and human evolution.

Nonbiological parents may be able to foster some or all of the same 
developmental and epigenetic changes in children as biological parents. If 
so, however, the timing of these changes must be recognized as important 
for two reasons. First, the developmental effects of parental interactions 
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with offspring occur from birth and in many cases earlier. Thus, even in 
foster parenting situations, timing of adoptions may be critical to ensure 
that developmental milestones are met.

The other timing issue — the rate of evolutionary change — may per-
haps be more important given the pace of societal change. There is re-
cent evidence in both simpler organisms (bacteria) and more complex 
metazoans such as mice and rats (likely humans as well) that the rate of 
evolutionary change can be significantly accelerated through epigenetic 
modifications.51 According to the widely held consensus, most “selective” 
events in terms of evolution occur by choosing among genetic variations 
generated by either mutation or recombination, taking hundreds of gen-
erations for changes to become fixed in the genome. However, stable epi-
genetic changes can occur on a much more rapid timescale. Generation 
of novel phenotypes can occur as a response to selective pressures in the 
environment. The pace of evolution may thus be linked to the pace of en-
vironmental changes. This makes sense given the widely different rates by 
which different environmental changes occur (e.g., long-term changes in 
climate versus more rapid changes in food quality/availability). Because 
evolution requires phenotypic variation to work, epigenetic changes to 
children altered by parental deprivation may be heritable. Changes are no 
longer selected for or against on the basis of their contribution to the fit-
ness of our species per se. If so, we cannot predict either immediate or 
long-term consequences to Homo sapiens as a species.

Over the course of evolution, distinct roles for mothers and fathers 
have come into play. Changes in gender-specific brain systems and cel-
lular signaling pathways between parent and offspring induced by early 
interactions between them are reciprocal. It is unknown if foster or same-
sex parents can engender these reciprocal changes. This should be consid-
ered before redefining long-established practices and social institutions 
relevant to children. Taken together, our understanding of the biology of 
attachment, although incomplete, suggests that caution is required before 
engineering massive changes in human social architecture.

Sociopsychological Dimensions of Attachment
How do attachment relationships promote survival of the offspring and 
maintenance of the kinship system? What is the evolutionary function 
of different attachment patterns that we identify in children? What are 
the implications for child welfare policy and attachment-based interven-
tion models? Does psychological research on developmental sequelae of 
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different attachment relationships lead us to similar conclusions as those 
suggested by recent biological research? Bowlby might not have imagined 
the primary attachment figure as a homosexual male raising a baby, con-
ceived through surrogacy. When definitions of motherhood and father-
hood are stretched beyond simple biological and gender connections, is 
Bowlby still relevant?

Caregiver Sensitivity and Individual Differences in  
Attachment Relationships
Earlier formulations of attachment theory52 emphasized physical proxim-
ity to the caregiver as the set goal of attachment, with emphasis on the 
attachment figure’s accessibility. In his earlier writings, Bowlby noted that 
the simple presence of the attachment figure was a major source of se-
curity for children. However, subsequent observations by Ainsworth of 
different patterns of infant proximity seeking and maternal responses 
revealed that the maternal presence alone was insufficient to provide 
comfort and reduce distress.53 Thus maternal responsivity and sensitivity 
to infant signals was incorporated into attachment theory to account for 
caregivers present but not adequately responsive to infant distress.

Attachment should be seen within a control system, regulated by be-
havioral homeostasis in much the same way that bodily functions such 
as blood pressure and temperature are regulated within set limits.54 The 
set goal is to maintain adequate distance from caregivers depending on 
the context. In stress or danger, greater proximity is desired, whereas in 
relative safety, infants can distance themselves from caregivers to explore 
the environment independently. Thus, many other developmental sys-
tems are linked to adequate functioning of the attachment system. For 
example, for the exploratory system, the basis for cognitive development, 
to function effectively, infants must use attachment figures as a secure 
base.

Ainsworth identified three patterns of infant attachment behavior, one 
secure and two insecure, which arose from the desire for proximity to par-
ents and functioned to protect the infant. In identifying these patterns, 
Ainsworth was inspired by ethological studies of adaptive patterns in ani-
mals that maintained proximity within family and larger social groupings. 
Sensitive mothers interpret infant signals and provide correct responses 
with appropriate timing, facilitating development of secure attachment 
relationships. Secure infants achieve a balance between attachment and 
exploration; when the infant is in a comfortable, nonthreatening situation, 
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exploration is enhanced, but when feeling distressed, play and exploration 
decline and proximity seeking increases.

Infant insecure patterns, avoidance and ambivalence, observed in 
cross-cultural studies of mother-infant behavior, were interpreted as com-
pensatory strategies to maintain proximity to nonoptimal attachment 
figures. Avoidant attachment is associated with inhibition of negative af-
fect in mother-child interactions and child detachment from caregivers in 
stressful situations.55 Child detachment develops from repeated rejection 
by caregivers. Conversely, ambivalent-dependent attachment is character-
ized by hypervigilant and overly involved child behaviors stemming from 
attempts to maintain proximity to inconsistently available caregivers.56

Attachment Strategies and Preservation of the Kinship System
The demanding nature of ambivalent children might reflect a contingent 
strategy designed to obtain, retain, or improve parental attention and 
care.57 It is hard to ignore a child who is screaming, clinging, or having a 
tantrum. Avoidance may permit infants to stay in proximity to caregivers 
who do not respond positively to displays of distress, but prefer a child 
who is independent and emotionally undemanding. For these parents, ex-
aggerated distress of the ambivalent kind might push the parent farther 
away.

Research on the impact of insecure attachment has not consistently 
shown that avoidantly and ambivalently attached infants develop be-
havior problems or cognitive deficiencies.58 These attachment patterns, 
although not optimal for development, do permit children eventually to 
use the caregiver in resolving distress. Individual differences in child at-
tachment patterns provide mechanisms for keeping vulnerable infants 
in close proximity to their caregivers, taking account of both infant and 
caregiver idiosyncrasies, permitting them to survive vulnerable periods of 
development.

Underlying behavioral expression of attachment relationships are in-
ternal representations consisting of expectations about the self and oth-
ers, based on past experiences with attachment figures, and unconscious 
rules for processing attachment-related information.59 Data indicate that 
parents induct their infants into relating in ways consistent with their 
own models of self in relationships. For example, the secure child, able to 
use the parent as a safe haven in times of need, develops a capacity for 
self-regulation and an internal model of being a competent individual and 
of others as being dependable.60 On the other hand, lack of recognition 
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of distress that characterizes interactions between avoidant children and 
their caregivers is internalized within a self-schema that permits the child 
to remove the rejecting demeanor of the parent and of the self from con-
sciousness and continue functioning. These expectations, attitudes, and 
processing rules show continuity from childhood to adulthood as well as 
to subsequent generations in more stable populations.

Disorganized Attachment and Its Developmental Consequences
More recent work by Main and Solomon, Lyons-Ruth and Jacobvitz, and 
Moss and colleagues has identified a fourth attachment pattern, called 
disorganization.61 Disorganized/disoriented infants are distinguished from 
those with more “organized” secure or insecure attachment strategies by 
their apparent failure to show coherent behavioral strategies for dealing 
with separation and reunion with their mothers. They display bouts or 
sequences of behaviors that seemingly lack goals and, in contrast to in-
fants of other attachment classifications, do not demonstrate an orga-
nized attachment strategy for seeking proximity to caregivers in times 
of distress.62

Infants identified as “disorganized” experience the most dysfunctional 
caregiving when compared with other attachment groups.63 Mothers of 
disorganized infants are often highly insensitive, with repeated episodes 
of hostile intrusiveness and/or emotional detachment.64 These behaviors, 
in addition to others, such as maternal dissociative states, may frighten 
infants and interfere with processing of affective, social, and cognitive in-
formation.65 Maternal behavior revealing helplessness and loss of control 
leaves children in momentary or prolonged states of feeling abandoned or 
unprotected.66

In attachment theory, mother-child interactive patterns both contrib-
ute to development of distinct attachment patterns and predict child ad-
aptation.67 It is unsurprising that disorganized attachment is consistently 
a significant risk factor for psychopathology, and longitudinally predicts 
maladaptation between early childhood and young adulthood.68 In addi-
tion, disorganization is associated with cognitive deficiencies, particularly 
those involved in executive functioning and school performance.69 Attach-
ment disorganization is also prevalent among maltreated children, with 
some 32 to 86 percent classified in this category.70

Apart from cases where children have not encountered a consistent at-
tachment figure in early childhood (a situation dramatically improved by 
reduction of institutional care for infants), most children develop strong 
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attachment bonds. However, these bonds differ in quality and develop-
mental correlates. Developmental risks associated with disorganized at-
tachment cannot be simply attributed to societal changes that loosen 
kinship bonds and encourage maternal deprivation. Research on the etiol-
ogy of disorganized attachment reinforces the notion that the mere pres-
ence of a biological parent is insufficient to ensure child-secure attach-
ment. Further, certain forms of child-parent attachment may actually be 
“toxic” and significantly impede development. Children with disorganized 
attachment patterns internalize many of the dysfunctional characteris-
tics associated with caregivers, just as secure children internalize positive 
ones. Repeated failure of disorganized children to receive comfort from 
caregivers leads to deficiencies in emotional, behavioral, and cognitive 
regulation, and lack of trust in others.71 Biologically based attachment is 
a particularly intense form of social bond that impacts child development 
significantly. However, the nature of the bonds and their developmental 
outcomes can vary. All close kinship bonds may not be inherently healthy 
but are critical for the social ecology of human life.

Attachment Theory, Child Welfare Policy, and Parenting Intervention
Biological processes interact with rearing conditions in contributing to 
development of attachment relationships. Attachment relationships pro-
mote survival through the most vulnerable period of development and 
maximize chances that attachment-related characteristics of kinship 
survive cross-generationally. In the disorganized group, attachment may 
contribute to survival of the kinship group, with important biological and 
social costs for individuals, their offspring, and society in general.72 Disor-
ganized attachment relationships, often the underlying pattern in abus-
ing and neglecting families, pose a dilemma for child welfare and clinical 
professionals. In some cases, nonintervention in biological kinship entails 
important risks for developing children and, perhaps, even for subsequent 
generations. However, removal of children from biological families is also 
risky, as research on developmental outcomes for foster children has 
shown.73 It is difficult to evaluate how attachment might differ in non–
biologically-related parenting contexts.

Are there approaches to the child welfare dilemma adaptive for both 
individuals and family units from an evolutionary perspective? Abusing 
and neglecting mothers who were at risk for losing custody of their chil-
dren participated in an eight- to ten-week therapeutic program.74 Using 
video feedback to observe and evaluate the mothers’ interactions with 
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their children, an attempt to promote greater maternal sensitivity was 
undertaken. Following only eight to ten weeks of a weekly two-hour inter-
vention, remarkable changes occurred. Comparison of pre- and posttest 
results for intervention and control groups revealed significant improve-
ments in parental sensitivity and child attachment security, and a reduc-
tion in child disorganization. Older children in the intervention group also 
showed fewer behavior problems following intervention. The children, 
given their greater developmental plasticity, often changed more rapidly 
than parents, which, in turn, stimulated positive changes in the parent. 
This adaptive “self-righting” tendency has been documented in longitudi-
nal studies of disorganized children and in the literature on resilience.75

As the majority of children with disorganized attachment approach 
school age, they seek ways of assisting parents to assume a more appro-
priate parental role.76 In the absence of intervention, this often leads to 
attempts to control an acquiescent parent, with role reversal as the result. 
Increases in controlling behaviors with the caregiver during the preschool 
period may be linked to attempts by disorganized children to reduce stress 
levels, which cannot be regulated through child dependency on the care-
giver.77 In the absence of intervention, the controlling child’s strategy of 
orienting away from seeking comfort, protection, and the meeting of his 
or her own needs and toward maintaining engagement with the parent 
on the parent’s terms is likely to increase the likelihood of child psycho-
pathology.78 Clearly, more research is needed to identify the mechanisms, 
both behavioral and biological, that underlie these changes.

Conclusion
In summary, a greater focus on the biological-evolutionary origins of at-
tachment theory and its potential applications to understanding parent-
hood may have important implications, not only for knowledge develop-
ment but also for policy and intervention with parents and their children. 
We do not have specific policies to suggest at this point, as research dis-
cussed in this chapter is still at relatively early stages of development. 
However, in our view, an emerging body of biological and psychological 
research does make a strong case for caution. Legal reform and public pol-
icy initiatives promoting commitments to equality, freedom, and diversity 
in family forms should not simply trump evidence for complex biological 
kinship and attachment patterns that have evolved over millennia. These 
legal and political commitments should not be the sole determinants of 
what is best for us, our children, or our species. Decisions taken primarily 
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to expand adult choice and to promote greater diversity of family forms 
should consider first the effects that they may have on children, and nei-
ther simply view children as instrumental to these adult concerns nor pre-
sume that children will automatically benefit from expanded adult choice.

What are the long-term consequences of changes in parenting struc-
tures? We just don’t know. Should we apply the precautionary principle 
to changes in traditional family structures? Should we err on the side of 
caution when changing core parenting structures until the biology is bet-
ter understood? Are these new functional arrangements effectively benign 
with respect to child development? Recent decades have witnessed a 
growing and justifiable concern about the fragility of our natural ecosys-
tems to aggressive human intervention. Should we be equally concerned 
about the fragility of complex social ecologies? The tensions, debates, and 
unresolved issues in scholarly research on core features of our social ecol-
ogy (attachment, kinship, and parenthood) signal the need for caution. If 
there is one major public policy recommendation that we would put for-
ward, it would be a call for public investment in rigorous large-scale multi-
disciplinary and cross-cultural research on the biological and psychologi-
cal dimensions of childhood attachment bonds. A more forward-thinking, 
rigorous, proactive, and interdisciplinary approach to these questions 
may benefit not only us but future generations as well.
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Parenting Matters 

An Attachment Perspective 

Howard Steele and Miriam Steele

This chapter examines how parenting has been defined and studied by at-
tachment theory and research. Further, it describes reliable and valid at-
tachment research tools that may assist public policy makers and judges 
with decision-making processes regarding parent custody, child protec-
tion, and the prevention of child abuse. In the frame of reference provided 
by John Bowlby’s landmark trilogy, Attachment, Separation, and Loss,1 par-
ents are attachment figures on whom children depend as (1) a secure base 
from which the child explores (away) when feeling curious; and (2) a safe 
haven to which the child returns when frightened or otherwise distressed. 
There is an implicit interplay between the motivation to attach (in search 
of familiarity/safety) and the motivation to explore (in search of novelty/
danger). Getting the balance right in one’s personal and family life is an 
ongoing challenge for every parent (and child). This chapter reviews the 
psychological characteristics of the parent who meets the demands to 
serve as both a secure base and a safe haven, and the lifelong relevance 
of these concepts for healthy child, adolescent, and adult development. 
Bowlby’s writings on parenthood are reviewed together with an account 
of the (high) extent to which his views from the 1950s and 1960s have been 
validated by fifty years of systematic research that includes results from 
studies of what are typical (nuclear) and less typical family groups (e.g., 
foster, adoptive parents), with reference to mainly human but also nonhu-
man animals.

Genetic and Social Influences on Parenting 
Bowlby reckoned that social parenting influences on children may be at 
least as important as genetic influences.2 For a contemporary account of 
contributions to parenting that arise from inherited biological character-
istics at the level of temperament or gene polymorphisms, readers should 
see the previous chapter by Hébert, Moss, Cere, and Song.3 The lively area 
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of ongoing research concerning gene expression and parenting in animals 
and humans is relevant, but at the end of the day, a parent or family court 
judge is left to decide what type and quality of caregiving is best suited to 
the needs of a given child. Confidence in how to respond to this question 
is within our grasp, based on available research incorporating attachment 
research methods that rely on the observation of behavior and close at-
tention to language concerning attachment, loss, and trauma — research 
measures with documented validity in multigenerational longitudinal 
studies, pursued in many different countries.4

Overcoming Adverse Childhood Experiences to Become a  
Good Enough Parent
Importantly, the chapter will highlight research showing how parents 
demonstrate an ability to rise above adverse experiences in their past and 
realize their ambitions to be competent caring parents. The relevance to 
this process of reflective functioning will be highlighted. Reflective func-
tioning is a basic human capacity, present in childhood in only a nascent 
form but evolving with language and cognitive development, to enable an 
understanding of thoughts and feelings in self and others. While this pro-
cess begins with the acquisition of a basic theory of mind in the preschool 
years, it grows into a fuller appreciation of the desires, beliefs (sometimes 
false, based on limited information), and intentions that are the causes 
and consequences of behavior. Over time, reflective functioning comes 
to include a developmental perspective, that is, the ability to distinguish 
between children’s desires and beliefs and the multiple perspective-taking 
and higher-order reflections available to the adult mind. None of this hap-
pens in a vacuum. Vital to the process of overcoming adversity are ongo-
ing supportive relationships, involving communication, clarification, and 
much listening by each party to the interaction. Only against this back-
ground may it be the case that trauma experienced in one generation is 
not revisited upon the next.

Attachment research over the last fifty years has produced a toolbox 
of reliable measures that permit identification of individual differences 
in parents’ states of mind that influence child outcomes, including how 
parenting is experienced by children, and how such experiences by chil-
dren are carried forward into new relationships in the school-age years, 
adolescence, and far beyond into the next generation. There is a mas-
sive volume of research based on attachment theory, which carries mes-
sages of import for public policy and legal decision-making processes that 
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involve children and parents. Drawing on research on attachment in the 
contexts of one- and two-parent families, of adoption and foster care, and 
of children conceived with assisted reproductive technologies, we argue 
that attachment security, identifiable in diverse forms of the parent-child 
relationship, should  be acknowledged as the optimal form of parent-child 
relationship quality that may be achieved by any parent with any child, 
given relevant support and empowerment. Attachment security makes 
it possible for any child to thrive, however conceived, provided he or she 
receives consistent sensitive care from at least one adult who assumes pa-
rental responsibility. Ideally, the adult is settled vis-à-vis the past, aware 
in respect of the present, and organized with regard to future plans. This 
research lends support to a diversity model of parenthood, where no exter-
nal form of family, and no biological profile of child or parent, is privileged 
over others. Instead, internal qualities of the effective parent are empha-
sized, including inner balance, organization, and a devotion to repairing 
interactive errors, separations, and losses when they inevitably occur. 
When these qualities are present in parents, it is argued that the parenting 
provided by such adults will help their children thrive to the full limits of 
their potential.

Bowlby’s Trilogy on Attachment, Separation, and Loss
Bowlby’s monumental trilogy5 has been cited more than 10,000 times, 
more than any other book with parenting as a core focus, even more than 
Sigmund Freud’s classic work The Interpretation of Dreams.6 The attach-
ment trilogy is well known to have grown out of John Bowlby’s thinking 
honed prior to, during, and after World War II. Before the war he trained 
in psychology, psychiatry, and psychoanalysis. During the war he served 
as a psychiatrist refining interview techniques for the selection of officers. 
After the war he prepared a widely acclaimed book for the World Health 
Organization on the fate of separated, orphaned children.7 At the same 
time (and through 1967), he chaired the Child and Family Department at 
the Tavistock Clinic, where his principle was “no therapy without research, 
and no research without therapy.”8 At the Tavistock Clinic, throughout the 
1950s, Bowlby’s practical concerns about parenting and child development 
led him to convene a series of seminars to which he invited specialists in 
the study of parenting. These included his research assistant, a recent PhD 
graduate from Canada, Mary Ainsworth, and established psychoanalysts, 
lawyers, and advocates of the new science of ethology, that is, observing 
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animals in their natural habitat in order to identify fixed action patterns or 
species-specific behavior subserving survival. Representing this latter per-
spective was Robert Hinde, who introduced Bowlby to the work of Kon-
rad Lorenz. Lorenz is famous for having suggested that the first animate 
object a gosling sees and hears is imprinted as mother. Bowlby embraced 
and elaborated on this idea by stating that the newborn’s behavior in this 
regard is governed by the component instincts of the attachment behav-
ioral system, hardwired in the central nervous system. When the attach-
ment system is activated, Bowlby argued, newborns display “hardwired” 
responses reflecting adaptations to the environment in which we evolved 
(e.g., crying, rooting, reaching), aimed at ensuring contact with an attach-
ment figure whose help is needed to secure the child’s safety and survival.

The Relevance of Foster Care and Adoption Studies
Just how deeply “hardwired” these behaviors are has become evident via 
studies looking at children placed in foster or adoptive care after seri-
ous neglect or abuse. One study by Mary Dozier and colleagues looked 
at fifty foster children aged twelve to twenty-four months, observed with 
their foster mothers three months after the placement in the classic Ain-
sworth Strange Situation twenty-minute procedure.9 The infants were sig-
nificantly more likely to show secure patterns of attachment in normative 
proportions if the foster mother provided an organized, coherent state of 
mind in response to the Adult Attachment Interview (AAI).10

Similar findings concerning the power of the AAI to forecast children’s 
adaptation in contexts where the child has no biological or genetic link to 
the parent were observed in our study of postadoption emotional develop-
ment in fifty-eight children aged four to seven years at time of adoption.11 
Just as in the study by Dozier and colleagues,12 the children we followed 
were more likely to give narrative responses that were classified as se-
cure in response to a standardized doll play prompt if at least one of their 
new adoptive parents provided an organized secure response to the AAI.13 
Taken together these independent studies by Dozier and her team, and 
Steele and her team, demonstrate three important points: (1) babies as 
well as school-age children with a history of maltreatment appear capable 
of reorganizing their behavior and emotion-regulation strategies in con-
nection with new caregivers; (2) this evolution toward security and adap-
tive development, against the background of adversity, progresses most 
easily if caregivers (the foster or adoptive parents) are settled, organized, 
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and coherent with respect to their attachment history; and (3) these find-
ings argue for a nongenetic mechanism for the intergenerational trans-
mission of attachment in line with Bowlby’s expectation.14

Children Born of the New Reproductive Technologies and  
Other Nontraditional Family Forms
Multiple independent studies by developmental psychologists, conducted 
on both sides of the Atlantic Ocean, have demonstrated that children 
raised by lesbian mothers have positive mother-child relationships and 
are overall well adjusted.15 Of course, studies of children born by lesbian 
mothers often include children conceived by anonymous donor insemina-
tion, and questions have followed concerning the extent to which parent-
child communication comes openly to include parents’ sexual orientation 
and conception issues. Here there is evidence that openness about these 
issues is at once both more common than thirty years ago and linked to 
positive reactions from children, who typically come to a gradual under-
standing of their parent’s or parents’ sexual orientation and of their own 
conception.16 This burgeoning literature on nontraditional family forms 
converges on the conclusion that it is interior psychological qualities of 
the parent (especially the capacity for warmth and open, clear commu-
nication matched to the child’s ability to understand), rather than sexual 
orientation, or mode of conception of child, that is predictive of children’s 
adjustment and well-being.17

For detailed information on what constitutes the roots of a secure 
child-parent attachment, and adaptive child outcomes, the chapter now 
turns to the findings from scores of reliable and valid independent studies, 
and data collected over decades, reflecting closely observed parents and 
the normative emergence of infant-parent attachment patterns.

The Normative Development of Infant-Parent  
Attachment Patterns
Over many thousands of interactions over the first months of life, the in-
fant forms a set of expectations concerning how the parent will respond 
when the infant calls for him or her. This web of expectations and as-
sumptions was called, by Bowlby, the internal working model of attach-
ment (and self ), thought to become organized and established in the 
child’s mind during the second half of the first year of life. While the in-
fant has rudimentary internal working models of attachment, reflecting 
his experience and guiding his feelings and expectations, each parent has 
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long-established internal working models of attachment that govern how 
well the parent will respond to his or her child’s attachment needs. In the 
case of the one-year-old child, inference about the child’s internal working 
model of attachment is obtained by observing how a child behaves upon 
reunion with the parent after two brief separations.18 For the parent, infer-
ence about the adult’s internal working model of attachment is obtained 
via the AAI,19 and verbal responses to the AAI are powerfully associated 
with infant responses to the Strange Situation across many thousands of 
observations.20

Internal Working Models of Attachment and Their Manifestations  
in Parent and Child Behavior
According to attachment theory, it is the parent’s internal working model 
of attachment and caregiving, stemming from his or her childhood experi-
ences, that appears to govern what the parent sees, hears, feels, and does 
in response to the child’s distress. In the best of circumstances, the par-
ent resonates with the child’s distress without becoming distressed. This 
enables the parent to respond reflectively about what might be bother-
ing the child, and so act in a way likely to assuage the child’s concerns. In 
less optimal circumstances, the parent becomes distressed at seeing his 
or her child in distress. At least two possible courses of action may fol-
low: (1) the parent will turn away from the child’s distress, finding it too 
alarming (reminiscent perhaps of unmet attachment needs in his or her 
own past); or (2) the parent will rush in to help and miss out on the op-
portunity to connect in a calm way with his or her child. In both cases, 
the child’s distress is likely to be amplified. In the former case, however, 
where parents turn away, children may learn from this to turn away from 
distress themselves (to deny it or otherwise pretend that the upset feel-
ing belongs to someone else — perhaps a split-off dissociated aspect of 
the self ). In the situation where parents rush in intrusively, children learn 
the necessity of remaining distressed insofar as (1) the parent has alarmed 
them further; and (2) the feeling of extreme distress becomes very famil-
iar, associated as it is with the parent’s close presence. Parent and child 
tussle and struggle to achieve a hard-won equilibrium. Here we see how 
patterns of flight (avoidance) and fight (resistance) may become habitual 
modes of relating between infants and parents. These infant-parent pat-
terns of attachment were first noted by Mary Ainsworth,21 and have since 
been observed in a huge array of contexts and cultures. These patterns are 
noteworthy because they have been observed to be more-or-less stable 
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over time, unrelated largely to infant temperament, and so characterize 
patterns of parent-child interaction that persist over time and influence 
the child’s relationships with significant others (e.g., in preschool, with 
teachers, with peers, and eventually with romantic partners) for better 
or worse.22 The wealth of detailed longitudinal attachment data spanning 
more than twenty years, and well over a thousand individual lives, is con-
siderable and includes three independent studies from the United States, 
one from the United Kingdom, two from Germany, and one from Israel.23 
This painstakingly detailed collection of interview and observational (vid-
eotaped) material is testament to the importance of parenting for a child 
from earliest development forward.

The Strange Situation and Its Correlates: The Gold Standard  
Measure of Mental Health in Infants and Toddlers
The rare two-or-more-decades-long longitudinal studies mentioned ear-
lier, as well as a vast number of shorter longitudinal and cross-sectional 
studies, constitute a remarkably firm empirical base, validating attach-
ment theory as a key resource for anyone seeking to understand parent-
ing and the influence parents have, consciously and unconsciously, upon 
their children. The Strange Situation paradigm has quantified the nature 
of the child’s attachment to a specific parent, classifying their reunion be-
havior, following two brief separations, into normative proportions of 60 
to 65 percent secure, 20 to 25 percent insecure-avoidant (or flight as de-
scribed earlier), 10 to 15 percent insecure-resistant (or fight as described 
earlier) or 10 to 15 percent disorganized/disoriented.24 This is the distri-
bution found in low-risk community samples. In high-risk samples, 50 to 
80 percent of the children show the disorganized/disoriented response 
together with their best attempt at achieving an organized pattern of at-
tachment, whether avoidant, resistant, or secure.25 Disorganized/disori-
ented responses indicate an apparent lack of a consistent and coherent 
strategy for organizing a response to the need for comfort and security 
when under stress.26

Main and Hesse contend that when the potentially protective parent is 
also a source of fear, a disorganized attachment relationship may ensue.27 
Under these circumstances (i.e., fright without solution), the child is faced 
with an insoluble dilemma that prevents the development of an organized 
strategy for the use of the attachment figure when distressed or prompts a 
breakdown of an existing strategy. In the absence of an organized strategy 
for dealing with distress, odd, conflicted, contradictory, or inexplicable 
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behaviors associated with disorganized attachment are displayed (e.g., 
stilling [becoming motionless], freezing, repeated incomplete approaches 
to the parent, or failing to approach the parent when distressed).28 Mount-
ing evidence suggests that a history of a disorganized attachment serves 
as a marker for later unfavorable mental health outcomes in childhood 
and adolescence.29 A meta-analysis of twelve studies (n = 734) by van 
IJzendoorn, Schuengel, and Bakersmans-Kranenburg found a substantial 
association between disorganized attachment and later behavior prob-
lems.30 In particular, disorganized attachment to the mother at one year 
is linked to concurrent elevated levels of the stress hormone cortisol31 and 
child behavior problems at five years of age.32 Longer-term sequelae of in-
fant disorganization include symptoms of post-traumatic stress disorder 
at eight years of age,33 dissociative symptoms in middle and late adoles-
cence,34 and adolescent psychopathology.35

While there is some suggestion that genetic vulnerabilities may predis-
pose some children to heightened sensitivity to the caregiving environ-
ment, and so to disorganization if parenting is harsh or unpredictable, 
there are also recent reports that security of attachment can actually 
“override” or buffer the genetic predisposition to regulatory difficulties.36 
The case is thus robustly clear that there are multiple social, emotional, 
and overall health benefits to helping children develop secure infant-par-
ent attachments. But how can parents be helped to achieve this outcome?

The Adult Attachment Interview: A Unique Measure  
of Parenting Competence
The adult parallel to the Strange Situation procedure is the gold standard 
measure of adult patterns of attachment known as the Adult Attachment 
Interview.37 The AAI has been used extensively to demonstrate links be-
tween parents’ narrative response patterns to questions about one’s child-
hood and observed individual differences in their children’s response to 
the Strange Situation.38 In the years since 1995, the AAI has come to be 
applied in an increasing number of clinical studies such that, as of 2009, 
there were reports of more than 10,000 AAIs having appeared in print.39 
At the most global level, the AAI assesses the degree to which adults have 
“come to terms” with their childhood experiences and are able to provide 
a balanced, coherent, and reflective narrative about their attachment his-
tory.40 When these capacities are evident, the interview is termed secure-
autonomous (58 percent of community respondents). When these capaci-
ties are lacking because of an emotionally restricted style of narration, the 
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interview is judged insecure-dismissing (24 percent of community respon-
dents), whereas an overly involved (angry or passive) style of narration 
leads to a judgment that the interview is insecure-preoccupied (18 percent 
of community respondents). These are all organized patterns of response 
to the AAI distinct from the disorganized or unresolved response (19 per-
cent of community respondents) where chronic grief is evident, stemming 
from past loss or trauma.41 Table 10.1 provides a brief summary of these 
adult patterns and the infant-parent correlates observed in the Strange 
Situation procedure.

Table 10.1 describes the main overall patterns of parent responses to 
the AAI and child responses to the Strange Situation. Note that the typi-
cal frequencies of insecure and unresolved/disorganized responses are 
50 to 70 percent of clinical referred samples. The description of the AAI 
in Table 10.1 includes mention of differing levels of reflective functioning, 
scored on an eleven-point scale, ranging from primitive immature and 
limited expressions of reflective functioning (e.g., hostile, disavowing, or 

Table 10.1 Intergenerational Patterns of Attachment

Adult Attachment Interview Strange Situation Procedure

Measures adults’ current thoughts and feelings re 
past attachments, loss, trauma. 

Measures child’s current behavior in response to 
two brief separations from the parent with a focus 
on reunion behavior.

Secure-autonomous pattern: Speaker is balanced, 
coherent, and valuing of attachment, whether 
experiences recalled are favorable or not; moderate 
to high reflective functioning.

Secure infant-parent attachment: Child shows a 
clear preference of having parent in room and plays 
best when parent is there; happy to see parent 
upon reunion, and settles if child was distressed.

Dismissing pattern: Speaker is minimizing import of 
past, claims it was OK or fine with absent or weak 
supporting evidence; disavowing, hostile, or overly 
general quality to reflective functioning.

Insecure avoidant infant-parent attachment: Child 
looks away or moves away on reunion; actively 
attending to toys rather than parent; response to 
parent is unemotional.

Preoccupied pattern: Speaker is maximizing of past 
hurts, showing high current anger or passive ongo-
ing involvement with past; hyperactive or bizarre 
quality to reflective functioning.

Insecure resistant infant-parent attachment: Child 
fails to settle on reunion, after crying on separation; 
protest may be angry or passive, whimpering; fails 
to return to play. 

Unresolved re past loss or trauma: Speaker is ab-
sorbed in past loss or trauma such that the past hurt 
takes on a live quality; a marked failure in reflective 
functioning as the speaker adheres to an equiva-
lence or pretend mode of thought (e.g., dead person 
is spoken about as alive, or abusive figure is spoken 
about as terrifying still, or is regarded as worthy for 
having taught a valuable lesson in respect).

Disorganized/disoriented response: Child may freeze 
with a trancelike expression; cry uncontrollably; 
hand to mouth on reunion is common; prostrating 
body; hiding under chair; child makes swimming 
movements; walks backward; combines avoidance 
with resistance; central core of all these behaviors 
is fear in the presence of the parent.
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bizarre remarks) through low restricted levels (e.g., trite generalizations or 
hyperactive expressions) to moderate (thoughtful and generous remarks) 
to high expressions (sophisticated metaphors, spontaneous fresh formu-
lations that show an understanding of the complex links between mental 
states and behavior, including the differences and similarities between a 
child’s thoughts and feelings and those of an adult). These differing types 
of reflective functioning are reliably coded and described over an eighty-
page manual.42 In longitudinal research with the London Parent-Child 
Project, no feature of either maternal or paternal AAI responses was so 
powerfully predictive of child outcomes as reflective functioning.43 Table 
10.1 notes how unresolved anomalous responses to topics of loss or abuse 
are typified by “equivalence” and “pretend” modes of thought, conceived 
as the most primitive early prereflective mental efforts (akin to dreams). 
When operating according to the “equivalence” rule, inner psychic real-
ity is equated with external reality (no difference is appreciated). What 
one wishes or believes is absolutely true, and the need or desire that is felt 
must be met. This is the core of unmitigated impulse. Think of the crying 
newborn who is only satisfied by being given the breast or bottle. Some-
thing must be done so that the desperate urgency of the demand is as-
suaged — that is, until next time. With development, the infant becomes 
a toddler and acquires rudimentary symbolic capacities. Entry into the 
world of pretense follows, and children work hard in this domain. Nota-
bly, it is an imaginative domain that involves retreat from reality as much 
as reworking past experiences, and preparing for future ones. One can 
be carried away by pretense. And this is precisely what happens as some 
adults tell the story of their experience of loss or abuse. They become ab-
sorbed and speak with excessive detail when recalling the past hurt, refer-
ring perhaps to a dead person as if he or she were alive. Mary Main calls 
this a lapse in the monitoring of reason (as it is unreasonable to refer to 
a dead person as living).44 Yet it is also an understandable retreat to an 
early way of thinking, when what was wished for was true in the most im-
mediate sense, and pretend was a welcome escape from the pressures of 
the external world. All of this gives some idea of how this unresolved state 
of mind interferes seriously with caregiving of an infant, who needs the 
adult to monitor his or her mental state and respond with sensitivity. Fear 
may overcome an infant who encounters a mother or father lost in reverie 
thinking about a lost parent (a grandparent the child will never know).

It was a landmark report by Main and Hesse that first suggested it was 
parents whose Adult Attachment Interviews were classified as unresolved 
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with regard to their own experiences of loss and/or trauma who were 
more likely to have children classified as disorganized in the Strange Situ-
ation.45 This finding has been replicated multiple times, with its robust-
ness confirmed by meta-analytic summaries.46 For clinicians working in 
parent-infant psychotherapy, against the backdrop of Fraiberg’s words47 
and work on the infamous “ghosts in the nursery,” the AAI has been shown 
to be a reliable measure of such ghosts, that is, unresolved traumatic expe-
riences in the mind of the parent.48

For these reasons, the AAI may be administered  pre- and posttreatment 
with a view to examining possible changes from disorganized to organized 
maternal states of mind over one year. This expectation is bolstered by the 
recent report of such positive changes in AAI status observed in adults 
being treated for personality disorder undergoing psychotherapy over one 
year.49 At the same time, we are aware of how resistant adult attachment 
patterns are to change, such that it may be more prudent to anticipate 
changes in dimensional scores assigned to interviews (e.g., reflective func-
tioning akin to coherence) rather than classification status per se.50 Cer-
tainly, the AAI has a useful clinical role to play in revealing traumatic expe-
riences and important losses likely to be unsettling to parents and a source 
of interference with their caregiving. At the same time, the AAI is capable 
of revealing the extent to which a parent has acquired reflective function-
ing, the capacity for showing an understanding of thoughts, feelings, inten-
tions, and their links to behavior of the self or others. This functioning is a 
reliable indicator of an adult having resolved past loss or trauma — a vital 
step toward the prevention of child maltreatment, and a sign that family 
preservation may be a worthwhile decision/goal. Figure 10.1 shows how re-
flective functioning (RF) represents a restorative path out of adverse child-
hood experiences (ACE), including loss or trauma, away from what would 
otherwise be the intergenerational transmission of insecurity and disor-
ganization arising from adverse parenting (AP). Optimal parenting (OP) is 
shown as the desirable outcome in Figure 10.1.

Figure 10.1 does not detail the wide range of sources that permit the 
emergence and capacity for reflective functioning leading to optimal par-
enting, despite adverse childhood experiences. These sources are various, 
including cognitive development, new compensatory relationships and 
the social support they provide (e.g., with a friend, teacher, or grandpar-
ent), making it possible for the child, adolescent, or adult to distance him- 
or herself from, and understand the origins of, adverse experiences that 
may otherwise preoccupy the mind. From such a position of moderate to 
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high reflective functioning, as Figure 10.1 suggests, an adult who did not 
receive sensitive caregiving becomes capable of providing what he or she 
did not know as a young child, but came to know later and acquire, the 
capacity for sensitive and responsive caregiving or optimal parenting. No-
tably, optimal parenting will vary depending on the age, temperament, 
and history of the child. What makes the parenting optimal is the way it 
is not unduly influenced by the parent’s adverse history and instead rep-
resents a flexible, sometimes humorous, and supportive response to the 
child’s needs. Will optimal parenting attempts sometimes fail? Certainly, 
but what makes these attempts optimal is the way parents, and so chil-
dren as well, will rebound quickly in a nonjudgmental way so that child 
and parent are left with an enduring feeling of joy and resilience rather 
than despair or shame.

Maternal Sensitivity and Children’s Mental Health
Sensitive maternal behavior is arguably the inverse of maternal neglect, 
rejection, or maltreatment. Maternal sensitivity is best briefly described 
as the capacity to respond promptly, with appropriate care and concern, 

Figure 10.1 Reflective Functioning Moderates the Intergenerational Cycle of Adversity

Key:
 RF = Reflective Functioning
 ACE = Adverse Childhood Experiences
 AP = Adverse Parenting
 OP = Optimal Parenting
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to childhood distress. Bowlby posited that continuous sensitive maternal 
care promotes infant mental health, in both the near and the longer term.51 
Correspondingly, maternal sensitivity has been long thought (and shown) 
to be the primary determinant of infant-mother patterns of attachment.52 
This situation changed, however, with the advent of the Adult Attachment 
Interview.53 The AAI altered the map, with recurrent findings demonstrat-
ing a 25 percent overlap of variance between maternal state of mind about 
attachment and infant-parent patterns of attachment, whereas maternal 
sensitivity ratings account for no more than 10 percent of the variance in 
these infant-parent patterns. This led to much discussion of the “transmis-
sion gap.”54 A resolution to this mystery has been posited by Slade and col-
leagues, who point to observed maternal sensitivity (caregiving behavior) 
being on the path between maternal reflective functioning and infant-
mother attachment security.55 In terms of social work practice, advice to 
parents, and policy or legal decision making, investing in programs that 
teach sensitivity and reflective functioning is likely to yield rewards for 
parents and children alike.

John Bowlby on Parenting
Bowlby was emphatic that roots of adult mental health lie in the quality 
of early experience for which parents are responsible and deserve much 
support. Evolution has predisposed us to sympathize with and adore a 
small child, while a parent struggling to cope is inevitably less attractive. 
But if we gain an appreciation for parents’ wishes to safeguard the sur-
vival of their child(ren), and to become the kind of parent they wish to be 
(in their calm moments of hope and planning), then appropriate support 
of parents, even vulnerable ones with complicated adverse histories, may 
be realized. The importance of delivering services to vulnerable parents 
is underscored by the well-documented ACE studies.56 In more than fifty 
reports from the ACE study of 17,000 largely middle-class adults in Cali-
fornia who were participating in the same managed health care system, 
it was possible to isolate the multiple psychological and physical health 
risks that are associated with adverse (traumatic) childhood experiences. 
A brief perusal of these findings is enough to persuade one of the worth of 
delivering preventive services to vulnerable parents with adverse histories 
so the well-known cycle of disadvantage may be disrupted.
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The Inevitability of Adversity and the Problem  
with “Attachment Parenting”
If by adversity we mean disappointment and ill fortune, then such 
things are inevitable in life. In fact, the ACE studies in referring to ad-
versity looked at neglect, physical abuse, sexual abuse, incarceration of a 
parent, mental illness or substance abuse of a parent, and so on. These 
types of adversity can be prevented, though hurt feelings, separations, 
and loss (of loved ones) are inevitable. Here it is important to distin-
guish Bowlby’s approach to parenting from the popular websites that 
celebrate “attachment parenting.” This attachment parenting movement, 
like the “bonding movement” of the 1970s, was founded by a pediatri-
cian (William Sears), not a researcher, and it is based on a recitation of 
all the finer beautiful moments of parenting when things go well — sen-
sitivity, warm discipline, caring — put together with an endorsement of 
natural childbirth, breastfeeding, bonding after birth, and all good things 
that promote healthy children.57 Parents are told by followers of Sears to 
administer their parenting duties with pleasure. But what are parents to 
do when they find themselves not living up to these ideals, as inevitably 
will be the case? Would it not be far better to acknowledge up front 
that mental and interpersonal conflict is inevitable? From there we can 
talk about the importance of acknowledgment of distress and repair of 
ruptures.

Empirical work that calculated the proportion of insensitive exchanges 
between mothers and babies in relation to attuned sensitive interactions 
observed that in the best of circumstances, as good as it ever gets, it is 
only about 50 percent of the time that mothers and babies are “attuned.”58 
In other words, half of all our attempts to connect with one another fail. 
And this is the source of hope, of belief in the value of interacting, clari-
fying, qualifying, and making things right, where they were recently felt 
to be wrong. For infants on an insecure (avoidant or resistant) path, it 
is probably the case that insensitive interactions outnumber sensitive 
ones by a margin of 3 to 1 or 4 to 1. Yet, for other infants on a trajectory 
involving serious neglect or maltreatment, governed by disorganization 
and disorientation, we would expect the insensitive interactions to out-
number the sensitive ones by as much as 10 to 1. This is hugely deflating, 
and understandably terrifying, for the baby. Recent painstaking longi-
tudinal work by Beatrice Beebe and colleagues has demonstrated how 
filmed interactions of four-month-old babies and their mothers (in five-to 
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ten-minute face-to-face interactions) reveal the distinctive anomalous 
multimodal patterns of interaction that foreshadow insecure (resistant) 
or disorganized infant-mother attachments at one year.59 Bowlby’s writing 
about parents and children seemed to have a prescient appreciation for 
what empirical science now takes as given: cycles of rupture and repair 
are inevitable in interpersonal interaction. Relationships are built up on 
moments of repair that hold one’s mind together, and link one person to 
another, helping one to go forward with a solid sense of hope.

Roots of Children’s Mental Health Difficulties in Parents’ Own 
Unresolved Childhood Experiences
When Bowlby spoke of parents’ emotional problems, in place of consti-
tutional factors (excessive libidinal or aggressive energies) unsettling a 
child’s adaptation, he places parents’ unresolved ambivalence from their 
own childhood experiences.60 This is the culminating penultimate six-
page section of his lecture entitled “Emotional Problems of Parents.” Here 
Bowlby sketches what could be considered a blueprint for “ghosts in the 
nursery,”61 and the development of the AAI as reported in “a move to the 
level of representation.”62 Bowlby remarks: “It seems plain that the feelings 
evoked in us when we become parents have a very great deal in common 
with the feelings that were evoked in us as children by our parents and 
siblings.” He qualifies this observation: “I believe that the trouble does not 
lie in the simple recurrence of old feelings — perhaps a measure of such 
feelings is present in every parent — but in the parent’s inability to tolerate 
and regulate these feelings.”63

Bowlby reaches the peak of his concern for, and empathy with, new par-
ents when he advocates for the kinds of efforts that would later become 
organized as the field of infant mental health: “The advantage of treating 
young children is now well-known; we are now advocating that parents, 
too, should be helped soon after they are ‘born’!”64 Pointing out how sa-
lient are new parents’ feelings and wishes to get things right, Bowlby com-
ments: “Relatively little help, if skilled and given at the right time, may thus 
go a long way.”65 In this comment, Bowlby anticipates the “less is more” 
finding that would be documented forty-eight years later in a meta-ana-
lytic review of eighty-eight interventions involving more than 7,500 moth-
ers, where the aim was to enhance maternal sensitivity or infant-mother 
attachment security.66 This “less is more” finding concerned the observa-
tion that brief interventions (six sessions) were observed to be more ef-
fective than longer-term interventions for garden-variety difficulties with 
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parenting. Multiproblem families where trauma in the past and present 
is common are certainly in need of more intensive long-term treatments.

Conclusion
John Bowlby’s attachment theory is arguably the most comprehensive and 
clear available account of the importance of parenting for a child’s men-
tal health and for the well-being of society at large. Bowlby’s message for 
parents, penned in the middle of the twentieth century, continues to have 
penetrating relevance for all those concerned with how best to educate 
parents, and how best to inform those in positions of authority (e.g., fam-
ily court judges) affecting the lives of parents and children. A tight sum-
mary of attachment research intended specifically for family court judges 
has recently been published in the Family Court Review.67 This effort by 
Main and colleagues provides detailed suggestions for how the AAI, the 
Strange Situation, and a home observation technique may be combined in 
court-appointed work to facilitate family court judgments. It covers very 
well issues concerning confidentiality, procedures, and ethics. That article 
should be consulted if legal or public policy actions, as is hoped, will be 
inspired by this chapter.

A vital take-home message of this chapter is that the task of parenting 
well has much more to do with interior emotional and cognitive qualities 
of the parent than any characteristic of the child (e.g., mode of conception, 
prematurity, temperament, or disability), or external (superficial) charac-
teristic of the parent (e.g., sexual orientation, foster status, adoptive sta-
tus). In this respect, attachment theory and research lend firm support to 
a diversity model of parenting, privileging inner qualities of the mind (se-
cure/balanced/reflective) of the parent that may be found in any cultural 
context.

Biology predisposes all children to form attachments, and the process is 
initially automatic, reflexive, and subcortical. By the time a child becomes 
a parent, however, a great deal of learning has happened. Attachment is 
by then largely cortical, a reflection of adaptations chosen or arrived at 
permitting control, redirection, and implying a strong measure of respon-
sibility. The fate of children’s attachments, therefore, lies initially and for 
some time to come with their parent(s) who in most circumstances will 
be responsible, caring, and effective. Yet all parents deserve support. In 
this connection, it is prudent to remember how John Bowlby ended many 
of his writings on parenthood, that is, with the admonition: “A society that 
values its children must cherish their parents.”



230

Howard Steele and M
iriam

 Steele

Notes
1. John Bowlby, Attachment and Loss, vol. 1, Attachment (New York: Basic Books, 

1969); John Bowlby, Attachment and Loss, vol. 2, Separation: Anxiety and Anger (New 
York: Basic Books, 1973); John Bowlby, Attachment and Loss, vol. 3, Loss: Sadness and 
Depression (New York: Basic Books, 1980).

2. Bowlby, Attachment and Loss, vol. 2, Separation.
3. Terence Hébert, Ellen Moss, Daniel Cere, and Hyun Song, “Biological and Psycho-

logical Dimensions of Integrative Attachments” (this volume).
4. See, generally, Klaus E. Grossmann, Karin Grossmann, and Everett Waters, 

eds., Attachment from Infancy to Adulthood: The Major Longitudinal Studies (New 
York: Guilford Press, 2005); Howard Steele and Miriam Steele, “On the Origins of 
Reflective Functioning,” in Mentalization: Theoretical Considerations, Research Find-
ings, and Clinical Implications, ed. Frederic N. Busch (New York: Analytic Press, 
2008), 133–156.

5. Bowlby, Attachment and Loss, vol. 1, Attachment; Bowlby, Attachment and Loss, 
vol. 2, Separation; Bowlby, Attachment and Loss, vol. 3, Loss.

6. Sigmund Freud, The Interpretation of Dreams: The Illustrated Edition, ed. Jeffrey 
Moussaieff Masson (1900; repr., New York: Sterling, 2010).

7. John Bowlby, Maternal Care and Mental Health: A Report Prepared on Behalf of the 
World Health Organization as a Contribution to the United Nations Programme for the 
Welfare of Homeless Children (Geneva: World Health Organization, 1951).

8. Suzan Van Dijken, “The First Half of John Bowlby’s Life: A Search for the Roots of 
Attachment Theory” (PhD diss., University of Leiden, 1996).

9. Mary Dozier et al., “Attachment for Infants in Foster Care: The Role of Caregiver 
State of Mind,” Child Development 72 (Sept.–Oct. 2001): 1467. See Mary Ainsworth et 
al., Patterns of Attachment: A Psychological Study of the Strange Situation (Hillsdale, NJ: 
Erlbaum, 1978). 

10. Carol George, Nancy Kaplan, and Mary Main, “The Adult Attachment Interview” 
(unpublished manuscript, 1985). 

11. Steele and Steele, “On the Origins of Reflective Functioning.” 
12. Dozier et al., “Attachment for Infants in Foster Care.”
13. Steele and Steele, “On the Origins of Reflective Functioning.”
14. Bowlby, Attachment and Loss, vol. 2, Separation.
15. E.g., Raymond W. Chan, Barbara Raboy, and Charlotte J. Patterson, “Psychoso-

cial Adjustment among Children Conceived via Donor Insemination by Lesbian and 
Heterosexual Mothers,” Child Development 69 (Apr. 1998): 443; Susan Golombok et al., 
“Children with Lesbian Parents: A Community Study,” Developmental Psychology 39 
( Jan. 2003): 20.

16. See Madeleine Stevens, “Openness in Lesbian Mother Families Regarding 
Mother’s Sexual Orientation and Child’s Conception by Donor Insemination,” Journal 
of Reproductive and Infant Psychology 21 (Nov. 2003): 347.

17. Charlotte J. Patterson, “Children of Lesbian and Gay Parents,” Current Directions 
in Psychological Science 15 (Oct. 2006): 241. 

18. Ainsworth et al., Patterns of Attachment.



231

Parenting M
atters 

19. George et al., “Adult Attachment Interview”; Mary Main, Erik Hesse, and Ruth 
Goldwyn, “Studying Differences in Language Usage in Recounting Attachment His-
tory: An Introduction to the AAI,” in Clinical Applications of the Adult Attachment In-
terview, ed. Howard Steele and Miriam Steele (New York: Guilford Press, 2008), 31–68.

20. Marinus H. van IJzendoorn, “Adult Attachment Representations, Parental 
Responsiveness, and Infant Attachment: A Meta-analysis on the Predictive Validity of 
the Adult Attachment Interview,” Psychological Bulletin 117 (May 1995): 387. 

21. Ainsworth et al., Patterns of Attachment.
22. L. Alan Sroufe et al., The Development of the Person: The Minnesota Study of Risk 

and Adaptation from Birth to Adulthood (New York: Guilford Press, 2005).
23. For a summary of these studies, see Grossman et al., eds., Attachment from 

Infancy to Adulthood.
24. Ainsworth et al., Patterns of Attachment.
25. Karlen Lyons-Ruth and Deborah Jacobvitz, “Attachment Disorganization: Ge-

netic Factors, Parenting Contexts, and Developmental Transformation from Infancy 
to Adulthood,” in Handbook of Attachment: Theory, Research, and Clinical Applications, 
2nd ed., ed. Jude Cassidy and Phillip R. Shaver (New York: Guilford Press, 2008). 

26. Mary Main and Judith Solomon, “Discovery of an Insecure-Disorganized/Disori-
ented Attachment Pattern,” in Affective Development in Infancy, ed. T. Berry Brazelton 
and Michael W. Yogman (Norwood, NJ: Ablex, 1986).

27. Mary Main and Erik Hesse, “Parents’ Unresolved Traumatic Experiences Are 
Related to Infant Disorganized Attachment Status: Is Frightened and/or Frighten-
ing Parental Behavior the Linking Mechanism?,” in Attachment in the Preschool Years: 
Theory, Research, and Intervention, ed. Mark T. Greenberg, Dante Cicchetti, and E. 
Mark Cummings (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1990), 161–182. 

28. Mary Main and Judith Solomon, “Procedures for Identifying Infants as Disor-
ganized/Disoriented during the Ainsworth Strange Situation,” in Greenberg et al., 
Attachment in the Preschool Years, 121–160.

29. Elizabeth A. Carlson, “A Prospective Longitudinal Study of Attachment Disorga-
nization/Disorientation,” Child Development 69 (Aug. 1998): 1107; Karlen Lyons-Ruth, 
Lisbeth Alpern, and Betty Repacholi, “Disorganized Infant Attachment Classification 
and Maternal Psychosocial Problems as Predictors of Hostile-Aggressive Behavior in 
the Preschool Classroom,” Child Development 64 (Apr. 1993): 572; Ellen Moss, Chantal 
Cyr, and Karine Dubois-Comtois, “Attachment at Early School Age and Developmen-
tal Risk: Examining Family Contexts and Behavior Problems of Controlling-Caregiv-
ing, Controlling-Punitive, and Behaviorally Disorganized Children,” Developmental 
Psychology 40 ( July 2004): 519; Helen Z. Macdonald et al., “Longitudinal Association 
between Infant Disorganized Attachment and Childhood Posttraumatic Stress 
Symptoms,” Development and Psychopathology 20 ( June 2008): 493; Judith Solomon, 
Carol George, and Annemieke De Jong, “Children Classified as Controlling at Age Six: 
Evidence of Disorganized Representational Strategies and Aggression at Home and at 
School,” Development and Psychopathology 7 ( July 1995): 447.

30. Marinus H. van IJzendoorn, Carlo Schuengel, and Marian J. Bakermans-Kranen-
burg, “Disorganized Attachment in Early Childhood: Meta-analysis of Precursors, 
Concomitants, and Sequelae,” Development and Psychopathology 11 ( June 1999): 225. 



232

Howard Steele and M
iriam

 Steele

31. Gottfried Spangler and Klaus E. Grossmann, “Biobehavioral Organization in 
Securely and Insecurely Attached Infants,” Child Development 64 (Oct. 1993): 1439.

32. Lyons-Ruth et al., “Disorganized Infant Attachment Classification and Maternal 
Psychosocial Problems.” 

33. Macdonald et al., “Longitudinal Association between Infant Disorganized At-
tachment and Childhood Posttraumatic Stress Symptoms.”

34. Carlson, “Prospective Longitudinal Study.”
35. L. Alan Sroufe et al., “Implications of Attachment Theory for Developmental 

Psychopathology,” Development and Psychopathology 11 (Mar. 1999): 1. 
36. See, e.g., Grazyna Kochanska et al., “Early Attachment Organization Moderates 

the Parent-Child Mutually Coercive Pathway to Children’s Antisocial Conduct,” Child 
Development 80 ( July/Aug. 2009): 1288, 1297. 

37. Mary Main, Nancy Kaplan, and Jude Cassidy, “Security in Infancy, Childhood 
and Adulthood: A Move to the Level of Representation,” Monographs of the Society 
for Research in Child Development 50, nos. 1/2 (1985): 66; Mary Main, Ruth Goldwyn, 
and Erik Hesse, “Adult Attachment Classification System Version 7.2” (unpublished 
manuscript, 2003); Main et al., “Studying Differences in Language Usage in Recount-
ing Attachment History.”

38. See van IJzendoorn, “Adult Attachment Representations, Parental Responsive-
ness, and Infant Attachment,” for a meta-analytic report of approximately 1,000 
observed intergenerational associations.

39. Marian J. Bakermans-Kranenburg and Marinus H. van IJzendoorn, “No Reliable 
Gender Differences in Attachment across the Lifespan,” Behavioral and Brain Sciences 
32 (Feb. 2009): 22.

40. Main et al., “Studying Differences in Language Usage in Recounting Attachment 
History”; Steele and Steele, “On the Origins of Reflective Functioning.”

41. Main et al., “Studying Differences in Language Usage in Recounting Attachment 
History.”

42. Peter Fonagy et al., “Reflective Functioning Manual (Version 5) for Application 
to Adult Attachment Interviews” (unpublished manuscript, Nov. 1998). 

43. Steele and Steele, “On the Origins of Reflective Functioning.”
44. Main et al., “Studying Differences in Language Usage in Recounting Attachment 

History.”
45. Main and Hesse, “Parents’ Unresolved Traumatic Experiences.”  
46. van IJzendoorn, “Adult Attachment Representations, Parental Responsiveness, 

and Infant Attachment.” 
47. Selma Fraiberg, Clinical Studies in Infant Mental Health: The First Year of Life 

(New York: Basic Books, 1980).
48. Peter Fonagy et al., “Measuring the Ghost in the Nursery: An Empirical Study of 

the Relation between Parents’ Mental Representations of Childhood Experiences and 
Their Infants’ Security of Attachment,” Journal of the American Psychoanalytic Associa-
tion 41 (Nov. 1993): 957. 

49. Kenneth N. Levy et al., “Change in Attachment Patterns and Reflective Function 
in a Randomized Control Trial of Transference-Focused Psychotherapy for Borderline 
Personality Disorder,” Journal of Consulting and Clinical Psychology 74 (Dec. 2006): 1027. 



233

Parenting M
atters 

50. Peter Fonagy et al., “The Relation of Attachment Status, Psychiatric Classifica-
tion, and Response to Psychotherapy,” Journal of Consulting and Clinical Psychology 64 
(Feb. 1996): 22.

51. Bowlby, Maternal Care and Mental Health.
52. Ainsworth et al., Patterns of Attachment.
53. Main et al., “Security in Infancy, Childhood and Adulthood.”
54. van IJzendoorn, “Adult Attachment Representations, Parental Responsiveness, 

and Infant Attachment.” 
55. John Grienberger, Kristen Kelly, and Arietta Slade, “Maternal Reflective Func-

tioning, Mother-Infant Affective Communication, and Infant Attachment: Exploring 
the Link between Mental States and Observed Caregiving Behavior in the Intergen-
erational Transmission of Attachment,” Attachment and Human Development 7 (Sept. 
2005): 299.

56. E.g., Vincent J. Felitti et al., “Relationship of Childhood Abuse and Household 
Dysfunction to Many of the Leading Causes of Death in Adults: The Adverse Child-
hood Experiences (ACE) Study,” American Journal of Preventive Medicine 14 (May 1998): 
245.

57. William Sears and Martha Sears, The Attachment Parenting Book: A Common-
sense Guide to Understanding and Nurturing Your Baby (Boston: Little, Brown, 2001).

58. Edward Z. Tronick, “Emotions and Emotional Communication in Infants,” 
American Psychologist 44 (Feb. 1989): 112.

59. Beatrice Beebe et al., “Maternal Anxiety Symptoms and Mother–Infant Self- and 
Interactive Contingency,” Infant Mental Health Journal 32 (Mar./Apr. 2011): 174.

60. John Bowlby, “Psychoanalysis and Child Care,” in The Making and Breaking of Af-
fectional Bonds (London: Tavistock, 1979), 1–24.  See Howard Steele, “Test of Time: On 
Re-reading ‘Psychoanalysis and Child Care,’ John Bowlby’s Lecture Delivered in 1956 
on the Centenary of Sigmund Freud’s Birth,” Clinical Child Psychology and Psychiatry 
15 ( July 2010): 453. 

61. Selma Fraiberg, Edna Edelson, and Vivian Shapiro, “Ghosts in the Nursery: A 
Psychoanalytic Approach to the Problems of Impaired Infant-Mother Relationships,” 
Journal of the American Academy of Child Psychiatry 14 (1975): 387.

62. Main et al., “Security in Infancy, Childhood and Adulthood.”
63. Bowlby, Making and Breaking of Affectional Bonds, 17–18.
64. Ibid., 20.
65. Ibid.
66. Marian J. Bakermans-Kranenburg, Marinus H. van IJzendoorn, and Femmie 

Juffer, “Less Is More: Meta-analyses of Sensitivity and Attachment Interventions in 
Early Childhood,” Psychological Bulletin 129 (Mar. 2003): 195.

67. Mary Main, Erik Hesse, and Siegfried Hesse, “Attachment Theory and Research: 
Overview with Suggested Applications to Child Custody,” Family Court Review 49 
(2011): 426.



This page intentionally left blank 



P
A

R
T S

IX

Gender Equality, Gender Difference, and Parenthood 

Are There Gender Differences in Parenting? Should Difference  
Make a Difference?



This page intentionally left blank 



237

C
H

A
P

TE
R

 E
LE

V
E

N

Gender and Parentage 

Family Law’s Equality Project in Our Empirical Age

Susan Frelich Appleton 

This chapter joins the conversation about the place of gender in the law 
of parentage, an issue that looms large in today’s “culture war,”1 includ-
ing the continuing battle in the United States over same-sex marriage. 
Here, in addressing not only the question, What is parenthood?, but also 
Who is a parent?,2 I make the case for a legal regime based on the diver-
sity model. This approach, which embraces gender equality, supports rec-
ognition of a diverse range of parent-child relationships, without regard 
to sex or gender. This approach contrasts with what this book calls the 
integrative model, in which parentage integrates biological and other pa-
rental functions and locates them within heterodyadic marriage. Because 
the integrative model relies partly on genetics, assumes gendered family 
performances, and privileges traditional marriage, its understanding of 
parenthood requires just one man and just one woman.

In advocating for a law of parentage that respects diversity, this chapter 
makes two contributions. First, it challenges the constitutional validity of 
laws that would impose an integrative model by showing how this model 
and its underlying normative premises rest on gender stereotypes that 
equality jurisprudence and contemporary family law have repudiated. 
Second, it questions recent arguments, both for and against laws based 
on the integrative model, that rely on empirical investigations of the ef-
fects of various familial arrangements on children. Even if empirical find-
ings purport to show that the normative one-mother/one-father configu-
ration serves most children well, such data do not justify enshrining this 
arrangement in a law applicable to all children.

Family Law’s Equality Project
Gender’s Place in Family Law
Family law long stood out as a site marked by inequalities, including dif-
ferences based on economic class,3 race,4 and marital status.5 Gender, 
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however, accounted for the most pervasive and salient disparity of treat-
ment, entrenched by the “vehicle” of marriage.6 The entire construction of 
family law as a field delineated a diminished “private” or domestic sphere 
belonging to women in opposition to the exalted “public” sphere of men.7

In the 1970s, family law embarked on what I call an “equality project,” 
designed to correct the manifold disparities of the past. Participants in-
cluded scholars, activists, law reformers, and, ultimately, judges and legis-
lators. Although this project proceeded on various fronts, for example, un-
doing most of the discrimination suffered by children born to unmarried 
parents8 and federalizing many disparate standards among the states,9 
gender emerges as an especially conspicuous focus, challenging the field’s 
fundamental assumptions. This aspect of the equality project achieved 
enormous success after the U.S. Supreme Court declared its allegiance, 
condemning traditional gender-based roles and stereotypes in its antidis-
crimination jurisprudence.10

Because much traditional family law rested on such roles and stereo-
types, the Court’s decisions prompted reforms in the states, where family 
law is ordinarily made. In the remarkable transformation that followed, 
family law went from a regime that systematically and explicitly classified 
by gender and subordinated women, especially married women, to a body 
of rules that, with few exceptions, insists that gender must be formally 
ignored.11

Caban v. Mohammed illustrates the doctrinal analysis producing such 
changes.12 In seeking to have her husband adopt the children she bore dur-
ing an earlier relationship, Maria Mohammed relied on a New York statute 
that did not require the consent of unmarried birth fathers, despite requir-
ing such consent from married birth fathers and birth mothers, regard-
less of marital status. Abdiel Caban, the birth father of Mohammed’s chil-
dren, successfully challenged the statute on equal protection grounds. The 
Court determined that he and Mohammed were “similarly situated”13 in 
their parental relationships because both had lived with and cared for the 
children. The Court concluded that the statute embodied an “overbroad 
generalization,” reflecting impermissible gender stereotypes.14

State responses moved beyond such cases. For example, the Supreme 
Court never directly confronted the place of gender in child custody adju-
dication or the traditional “tender-years” doctrine, which prefers maternal, 
over paternal, custody of young children.15 Yet signals from its cases about 
parentage, adoption consent, and marital roles were sufficiently clear that 
state legislatures, state courts, and law reform initiatives excluded gender 
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as a factor for deciding child custody.16 Under contemporary statutes, nei-
ther a parent’s nor a child’s gender constitutes a legitimate consideration.17 
The favored place of joint custody in many jurisdictions implements this 
principle.18

Today, family law facially treats men and women as similarly situ-
ated for purposes of family life, including parenting — with two notewor-
thy qualifications. First, Supreme Court opinions indicate that identical 
treatment is not required when “real differences” distinguishing men and 
women are relevant.19 True, the justices sometimes struggle to identify 
what counts as a “real difference” and what instead constitutes an “over-
broad generalization” based on habitual stereotypes,20 illustrated by their 
sharp division about whether birth abroad to a citizen father must be 
treated the same, for purposes of U.S. immigration law, as birth abroad 
to a citizen mother.21 Nonetheless, Mary Anne Case distills from the cases 
the doctrine that sex- or gender-based legal rules survive constitutional 
scrutiny only when the classification embodies a “perfect proxy,” with the 
assumption reflected in the gender-based rule “true of either all women 
or no women or all men or no men.”22 By contrast, gendered generaliza-
tions that, even if often true, are not always so will fail as unconstitutional 
discrimination.23 Whatever the permissibility of rules distinguishing, say, 
pregnant women and expectant fathers,24 justifications for different treat-
ment abate after birth and, at least after lactation ends, become constitu-
tionally unsustainable, as Caban shows.

Second, as my use of the term project suggests, family law’s moves to-
ward equality convey an aspirational tone. Consistent with the notion 
that family law performs a “channelling function,”25 family law can be un-
derstood as an endeavor to shape family life. For example, in examining 
the federal Family and Medical Leave Act (FMLA)26 in Nevada Department 
of Human Resources v. Hibbs,27 the Supreme Court indicated that it shares 
with Congress the goal of combating gender stereotypes in both the work-
place and the home. Accordingly, the FMLA and Hibbs reach beyond the 
elimination of employment discrimination to include an aspiration of “de-
gendering” care work within the family itself.

At first, this channelling effort and aspirational approach to gender 
seem to cut against the grain of family law’s oft-stated emphasis on “free-
dom of personal choice in . . . family life.”28 How can a legal regime actively 
seeking to influence behavior also claim to respect pluralism and auton-
omy? Yet, a closer look at gay rights litigation, for example, reveals how lib-
erty and equality often work as mutually reinforcing values.29 Accordingly, 
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family law’s efforts to displace gender stereotypes should promote indi-
vidual dignity,30 freeing men and women to create the family lives they 
choose. Such equal liberty, of course, allows those who prefer adhering to 
more traditional gender performances to do so, with ample support from 
culture, religion, and familiar social practices.

Reinforcement from Family Law’s Functional Turn
If efforts to counter express discrimination first loosened the grip of tra-
ditional gender norms in family law, a second development strengthened 
the shift. Calls for family law to reflect “the reality of family life”31 sparked 
a functional turn in the field — the rise of legal recognition for those who 
perform a family relationship, even in the absence of formal or biological 
connections.32 These calls arose from the inequities resulting from dis-
crimination against nonmarital families. The case for evenhanded treat-
ment proved particularly compelling for children, who had no control 
over the behavior of the adults in their lives. From acknowledgment that 
punishing children for their biological parents’ failure to marry is “illogi-
cal and unjust”33 emerged more capacious concepts extending family law’s 
benefits (and responsibilities) to once unrecognized affiliations. These 
concepts often emphasize the child’s perspective, protecting a relation-
ship with one whom the child regards as a parent despite the absence of 
traditional ties.34

Thus, familiar criteria for parentage, such as giving birth, marriage to 
a child’s mother, or adoption, have been joined by newer understandings 
based on behavior and resulting dependencies and affective ties. Con-
cepts such as de facto parents, parents by estoppel, psychological parents, 
intent-based parenthood, and in loco parentis status establish legal par-
entage based on parenting conduct under certain circumstances.35 Signifi-
cantly, the performances triggering such recognition do not depend on 
whether the performer is male or female, strengthening the equality proj-
ect’s rejection of gender-based classifications.

Attending to function and performance opens up the analysis in in-
triguing ways. For example, scientific research suggests that parental 
conduct can change biology, including sex-associated differences, so 
that what we do affects who we are36 — a conclusion not far removed 
from theories of those who, like Judith Butler, understand gender itself as 
performance.37
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Gender Neutrality and Beyond
The Court’s precedents embrace a principle of formal equality, disestab-
lishing gendered rules and expectations so that men have an equal op-
portunity to perform the family roles customarily performed by women 
and vice versa. In the parentage context, this approach means that con-
duct should produce the same legal consequences regardless of the ac-
tor’s gender or a couple’s combined gender. Thus, the traditional rule pre-
sumptively making a husband the legal parent of his wife’s children should 
extend to same-sex couples who marry or enter functionally equivalent 
relationships.38

Other authorities use gender-neutral approaches designed to encour-
age performances against stereotype. As noted, the FMLA seeks to regu-
late the workplace in a way that influences decisions made “privately” in 
the home.39 A stronger version can be found in countries that designate 
some leave for one parent while making additional leave available to the 
second parent on a “use it or lose it” basis.40

Gender neutrality, however, might provide just the beginning. More 
ambitious visions of egalitarian family law push beyond formal equal-
ity. Martha Albertson Fineman emphasizes that gender neutrality leaves 
mothers, children, and caretaking all underserved and undervalued.41 
Ultimately invoking a functional approach, Fineman and others, such as 
Barbara Katz Rothman, understand “mothering” as an activity or perfor-
mance, which men too can execute.42 By contrast, Laura Kessler advocates 
dismantling the very performances associated with mothers and fathers. 
Even the advent of female breadwinners, although defying traditional ste-
reotypes, stops short, she argues, of achieving feminist ideals of equality.43 
Still others emphasize unique biological contributions that males and 
females make in reproduction, for example, the caretaking performed in 
gestation, either to challenge gender neutrality44 or to call for forms of “af-
firmative action” to overcome disadvantages that might stem from such 
differences.45 “Affirmative action” could include gender-specific legislation 
such as the designated paternity leave that Andrea Doucet (in the next 
chapter) situates within the diversity model.46

These variations demonstrate that family law’s equality project re-
mains a work in progress and a contested one at that. While discarding 
traditional assumptions, the project leaves considerable room for newer 
constructions to evolve. It does not leave room, however, for a return to 
the inequalities of the past.47
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Such evolution forward will unfold in a dynamic process as legal devel-
opments shape public views while changing public views set the arc for 
law reform. A glimpse of such interaction emerges from the Pew Research 
Center’s recent data, including findings that reflect a decreasing signifi-
cance of gender and gender roles in public perceptions of marriage and 
understandings of “family.”48 Even if same-sex marriage sits at the edge of 
the equality project’s present bounds49 and remains the center of a “culture 
war,” support for this family form has grown with its scattered legalization, 
with a narrow majority in the United States now favoring recognition.50

Testing the Normative Claims of the Integrative Model
Although articulations of the integrative model vary, all share a vision 
of parenthood in which biological or genetic connection stands out as a 
necessary, even if not sufficient, element. For example, Daniel Cere under-
stands this model to “argue for the integration of the diverse aspects of 
parenthood: biological, intentional, gestational, paternal, maternal, social, 
sexual, and psychological.”51 Emphasizing maternal attachment,52 Cere ex-
plains that “integrative accounts resist the fragmentation of parenthood 
into its diverse components.”53 Elizabeth Marquardt grounds reservations 
about same-sex marriage in the link between marriage and parenthood 
and the fact that “the two persons in a same-sex couple cannot both be 
the biological parents of the child.”54

Certainly, in supporting “integration,” Cere and Marquardt eschew doc-
trinaire arguments in favor of nuanced ones. Cere is open to expansive 
understandings of family that would include same-sex couples and sperm 
donors or “surrogate mothers,” thus joining children with multiple adults 
who perform parental functions.55 Marquardt expresses positive views 
about adoption, although it defies her integrative ideal.56 Nonetheless, 
each privileges the family consisting of one mother, one father, and their 
biological children.

A search for the normative commitments animating the integrative ac-
count yields several readings. Yet, the equality project’s established prin-
ciples would doom a parentage law resting on any of them.

Under one reading suggested by Cere’s reference to maternal and pa-
ternal “aspects,” women and men play different family roles, children ben-
efit from rearing by two adults who embody these roles, and family law 
should perpetuate such norms for future generations. Gender-based role 
modeling becomes part of family law’s larger channelling function. Clearly, 
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an “integrated” law of parentage with no additional justification could not 
survive constitutional challenge.57

A second reading of the underlying normative claim might welcome 
gender-atypical family behavior but contend that a female breadwinner 
and male caregiver remain models for gender performances — perfor-
mances to be enshrined in the law of parentage. Yet, such thinking evokes 
the very stereotypes that family law’s equality project now repudiates, 
shown by cases from the employment arena. In Price Waterhouse v. Hop-
kins,58 the Supreme Court agreed that critical considerations of the em-
ployee’s performance as a female — her language, mannerisms, vocabulary, 
clothing, and grooming style — constituted prohibited “sex stereotyping.”59 
The legal links between the workplace and home, highlighted by the FMLA 
and Hibbs, demonstrate the relevance for family law of cases like Hopkins. 
These authorities bridge once “separate spheres,” reminding us that any 
given individual, male or female, usually has a place in both. Hence, this 
second reading of the claim that parentage requires one mother and one 
father also stands at odds with the equality project.

A third reading might build on the opening reserved by the Supreme 
Court for consideration of “real differences.” This space remains narrow, 
however, with the opinions articulating a sharp contrast between “mythi-
cal or stereotyped assumptions about the proper roles and relative ca-
pabilities of men and women,” on one hand, and “‘inherent differences’ 
between men and women,”60 on the other. Because “overbroad sex-based 
generalizations are impermissible even when they enjoy empirical sup-
port,”61 one need not argue that women and men behave identically to re-
quire gender neutrality in parentage law. Besides, given the aspirational 
character of the equality project, family law seeks to reshape the way 
things are, not reinforce prevailing gender scripts.

What “real [sex-based] differences” would justify the integrative ac-
count’s gendered parentage law? Contested theories that posit stark 
physical contrasts between “female brains”62 and their male counterparts 
simply return us to the possibility that men and women perform parental 
functions differently. Moreover, even these physical differences can change 
with behavior.63 Further, apart from an objective of role modeling, this ar-
gument fails to justify why any such differences should matter legally.

Probably, the role modeling envisioned is considered important prep-
aration for heterosexual adulthood. Thus, an alternative argument for 
one mother and one father based on “real differences” could focus on 
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the anatomical distinctions relevant in sexual activities themselves.64 
Anatomical differences and the procreative potential of a male-female 
couple’s sexual relationship occupy a significant place in cases rejecting 
challenges to an exclusively heterosexual marriage regime.65 However, 
Lawrence v. Texas casts a shadow on much discriminatory treatment of 
same-sex sexual activity.66 Further, children are not expected to observe 
directly the sexual activities of those who rear them,67 and the argument 
for dual-gender role models because of anatomical likeness would lose its 
force in families with only sons or only daughters68 — even if we could as-
sume that all parents practice physical immodesty with their children.

True, some sex-based anatomical differences may have implications for 
parentage law. Even under functional approaches, women perform gesta-
tional functions that men cannot. Yet, such differences must have limited 
and time-restricted consequences, as the Court’s opinions make plain.69 
Attaching enduring legal effects to a woman’s gestational contribution 
would make biology destiny — precisely the generalization that family 
law’s equality project seeks to dismantle. Accordingly, privileging over the 
long term the “maternal-infant attachment bonds” that Cere celebrates70 
would contravene established precedents, including Caban.71

Another reading of “real differences” emphasizes genetic ties, as Mar-
quardt does, when she criticizes donor insemination and argues that rear-
ing by gamete providers (one male and one female) is uniquely beneficial 
for children.72 This argument raises as many questions as it answers, how-
ever. First, it fails to explain why proponents of the integrative model have 
not joined forces with critics of the child welfare system, who point out 
how the state too often removes children from their homes even when 
more modest intervention or simple financial assistance could preserve 
such (genetic) families.73 Second, it fails to confront the presumption of 
legitimacy, the traditional doctrine making the mother’s husband a child’s 
only legal father, to the exclusion of an interested and involved genetic fa-
ther.74 Indeed, Marquardt’s discourse equates parenthood with genetics, 
without acknowledging law’s well-established participation.75 Third, sev-
eral law reforms might promote the maintenance of genetic ties — from 
open adoption to required state notification of all adopted children about 
their status, even if their adoptive parents decided not to share such infor-
mation.76 Yet, proponents of integration do not advocate such measures 
(which would circumscribe parental autonomy). Indeed, some of them are 
among the strongest opponents of the emerging view that children might 
have more than two legal parents (often a biological mother, her same-sex 
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partner, and the child’s genetic father) — although these arrangements af-
ford children a recognized relationship with a gamete provider who would 
otherwise be a legal stranger.77

Finally, emphasis on genetic ties might express a normative claim that 
the benefit of rearing by genetic parents lies in the messages conveyed 
about “personal responsibility,”78 the link between sexual activity and pa-
rental obligations, and the association of sexual desire and pleasure with 
ongoing intimate relationships.79 Parenting entails a sense of continuity, 
the transmission of values,80 and decisions made with love, all of which 
genetic ties are said to promote.81 This vision explains the integrative ac-
count’s preference for dual-gender marriage, reflected in Marquardt’s 
analysis, which signals a long-term arrangement in which gender-specific 
elements remain salient well past fertilization, pregnancy, birth, lactation, 
and other time-limited “real differences.” Yet, to the extent that a gendered 
conceptualization of marriage occupies a central place in the integrative 
model, parentage becomes gendered, too, conflicting with precedents and 
the equality project.

The Contested Role of Empirical Evidence
The legal debate about gender and parentage has become increasingly 
empirical, with social scientists, legal scholars, and courts proceeding as 
if a definitive resolution lies in data about how children fare in various fa-
milial arrangements. For example, Cere cites for support of the integrative 
model multidisciplinary findings about attachment theory and kinship 
bonds. By contrast, recent meta-analyses of empirical data uncover no 
evidence for the superiority of an integrative model, concluding that nei-
ther parental gender nor sexual orientation affects child well-being.82 Like 
Fiona Tasker’s contribution to this volume,83 recent judicial analyses of the 
data come down firmly on the no-harm side, determining that “there are 
no differences in the parenting of homosexuals or the adjustment of their 
children.”84

Whatever view momentarily holds the upper hand, however, findings 
from the social sciences cannot answer the question whether gender 
should matter in the law of parentage. Whether my position presents a 
persuasive argument or simply a provocative thought experiment, I note 
the problems in using such data to craft parentage laws. 

First, controlling judicial opinions unmistakably elevate equality values 
over findings about child welfare that implicate constitutionally imper-
missible considerations. The Supreme Court’s famous case about race and 
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custody, Palmore v. Sidoti,85 held that the Fourteenth Amendment’s anti-
discrimination goals trump “the reality of private biases and the possible 
injury they might inflict” on a Caucasian child living with her mother, who 
began cohabiting with and later married an African American man — a 
situation subjecting the child to peer stigmatization. Conceding that the 
“effects of racial prejudice” might well be “real,”86 the Court ruled off-limits 
such otherwise plausible considerations under the best-interests-of-the-
child standard for custody, overturning the decision below changing cus-
tody to the father. The Court explained its decision not as a repudiation 
of the best-interests standard but rather as a refusal to give legal effect to 
discrimination. Thus, Palmore put aspirations of equality above assertions 
of possible harm, providing a legal frame for findings that Tasker reports 
about the effects of peer-group prejudice experienced by some children of 
lesbians.87

Second, even if we assume that scientific studies and empirical data 
about what is good for children and what is not ought to shape the law of 
parentage, several difficulties would follow. One difficulty is that such em-
pirical data would provide information about children generally, presum-
ably based on large samples and control groups. By contrast, authentic 
applications of the best-interests standard have always contemplated an 
individualized, fact-sensitive assessment concerning a particular child.88 
Even if data revealed that most children thrive in one setting rather than 
another, such data would fail to address what familial arrangement works 
best for a given child, based on her unique history, attachments, and 
needs. Thus, data like those cited by Marquardt about the risks some chil-
dren face from stepfathers or mothers’ cohabitants89 cannot alone sup-
port the demise of de facto parentage as a legal option or an across-the-
board rule making all stepfathers and mothers’ cohabitants ineligible for 
such status.

Certainly, I do not mean to conflate the best-interests standard, typi-
cally used to decide custody disputes between “parents,” with the logically 
prior inquiry about whom family law should recognize as parents in the 
first place. Still, arguments for enacting integrative parentage laws and 
excluding other possibilities have much to learn from the best-interests 
standard’s assumption that children’s needs differ from one case to the 
next. Despite the well-rehearsed difficulties of the indeterminacy of the 
best-interests standard,90 its persistence signals not only family law’s 
long-standing embrace of pluralism,91 but also the allure of treating each 
child individually. Indeed, recently several broad parentage rules and 
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policies — from the presumption of legitimacy to the disfavor of transracial 
adoption — have given way to more particularized approaches emphasiz-
ing the interests of the individual child in question.92 One size does not fit 
all, so invoking data about the welfare of most children to make the case 
for a restrictive rule applicable to all necessarily leaves some children out.

Further, competing value judgments prevent empirical evidence and 
scientific studies from resolving the legal parentage debate. Interpreta-
tions of studies focused on the sexualities and gender performances of 
individuals reared in families headed by gay male and lesbian couples, 
compared with those reared in more traditional settings, necessarily de-
pend on one’s view of desirable and undesirable gender performances.93 
Although legislatures often make value judgments, as they are elected to 
do, something more than a preference for traditional gender stereotypes is 
required.94 Moreover, counterevidence often emerges. For example, find-
ings about the “male sex-typed traits” of girls reared by lesbian parents di-
verge in important ways from more recent data about the feminine career 
aspirations of this group.95

Similar problems plague a second type of study that focuses on overall 
child well-being, testing the superiority of one parental arrangement over 
another. As with other contentious issues, one can find evidence on both 
sides — with advocates pushing results they regard as favorable and point-
ing out flaws in studies producing different outcomes.96 Although bias in-
filtrates all scientific and social-scientific investigations, the “culture war” 
in the United States about gender, marriage, and parenthood makes stud-
ies on these matters especially fraught.

Indeed, the prevailing wisdom might well change over time, as we see, 
for example, in radically changed expert opinions about secrecy versus 
openness in adoption97 and in the on-again, off-again preference, after 
dissolution, for sole custody plus visitation versus joint legal and physi-
cal custody.98 These illustrations demonstrate the fragility of a legal regime 
constructed on the basis of whatever happens to be today’s scientifically 
supported conventional wisdom.

Finally, in studies of children’s well-being, identifying the appropriate 
counterfactual proves problematic. If we take seriously family law’s chan-
nelling function, signaling official approval and disapproval of certain con-
duct and domestic arrangements, then data about children reared within 
various settings do not permit the necessary comparisons. Comprehen-
sive social-scientific investigations must also take into account the effect 
of the legal regime, that is, the impact on a child’s lived experience of laws 
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that marginalize his particular family arrangement, compared with laws 
that would accord it equal value and respect. Courts deciding same-sex 
marriage cases often cite the negative impact on child well-being result-
ing from the illegitimacy of certain family forms.99 Such negative impact 
transcends the denial of tangible benefits and includes the psychic conse-
quences of second-class citizenship, which courts have emphasized in ex-
plaining why civil union and domestic partnership laws, although provid-
ing marriage’s material benefits to same-sex couples and their children, 
failed to go far enough.100

If children reared by same-sex couples are shown to be worse off than 
their counterparts reared in more traditional families, can we reliably dis-
entangle the impact of gender from the impact of an inhospitable legal en-
vironment, including, for instance, recently passed “preservation of mar-
riage” amendments to state constitutions and explicit discrimination at 
the federal level?101 Indeed, until quite recently, discerning how children 
fare when reared by same-sex married couples would have been impos-
sible, and even in Massachusetts and California, backlash or what Mar-
quardt calls efforts “to put the toothpaste back in the tube,”102 with all at-
tendant publicity,103 send a disapproving message. The concerns voiced 
in Brown v. Board of Education about children’s “feeling of inferiority as to 
their status in the community”104 because of legal segregation provide an 
analogy that resonates in this contemporary context.

The aspirational character of family law’s equality project only accentu-
ates the difficulties of basing restrictive parentage rules on general data 
that ignore the legal environment’s effects. Such data-based rules are 
likely to reinforce customary and traditional ways (even “private biases”) 
rather than to push forward, opening the path for the hoped-for opportu-
nities and transformations.

Concluding Reflections
The legal problems posed by the overriding importance that proponents 
of the integrative model accord to gender and genetics, together with rea-
sons to discount empirical evidence in crafting a law of parentage, clear 
the way to explore alternative conceptualizations. The diversity approach 
that I favor, though not developed here, contemplates a commitment to 
robust pluralism and equal liberty.105 A legal regime based on these values 
would not stand in the way of those who choose traditional family forms 
and gender roles, but it would welcome with equal dignity those who or-
ganize their lives differently.106 I envision parentage laws reflecting what 
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David Chambers called “supportive neutrality”107 or what others have the-
orized as the “disestablishment” of sex and gender108 (or protection for the 
“free exercise”109 thereof). By contrast, the integrative model’s heteronor-
mativity naturalizes a gendered model, so that everything else becomes 
deviant, even if begrudgingly tolerated or accorded second-class status.110

Of all the noteworthy crosscurrents explored in this volume, I conclude 
by calling attention to two. First, Doucet, who shares my goal of unset-
tling entrenched gender inequalities, contends that gender-neutral laws 
are not up to the task. Using evidence from Sweden and parts of Canada, 
she argues that only gender-specific parental leave policies aimed at fa-
thers can dismantle traditional gender norms.111 I accept the need for such 
“affirmative action.” Yet, the cultural environment Doucet cites contrasts 
sharply with that in the United States. For example, Canada has legalized 
same-sex marriage and supports families headed by gays and lesbians,112 
while Sweden has a gender-neutral marriage law.113 In these jurisdictions, 
which rely on the diversity model to answer the question, Who is a par-
ent?, refinements in parental leave policies develop against background 
commitments not evident in the United States. In the United States, the 
“culture war” about gender and marriage persists (notwithstanding family 
law’s equality project), the integrative model retains traction in public and 
political discourse, and leave laws remain rudimentary, as illustrated by 
the FMLA, which promises only limited and unpaid leave.114 The disparity 
between the gender neutrality that I urge and the gender specificity that 
Doucet advocates serves as a helpful reminder of how context shapes our 
understanding of gender — a point she properly emphasizes.115

Second, integrative accounts, such as those advanced by Cere and 
Marquardt, like my diversity approach, claim to promote children’s inter-
ests — which I suspect that we all agree is a paramount value. In sharing 
concern for children’s interests, however, our contrasting views play out 
against an age-old tension in family law. While children routinely occupy 
a revered place in family law’s rhetoric, the field remains trapped between 
two unsatisfying ways to implement this rhetoric. Under one understand-
ing, parents have plenary authority to speak for children, and intrusion 
by the state necessarily undermines their best interests.116 Under another, 
parental autonomy and control advance adult interests at the expense of 
children’s, and a skeptical state should have more leeway to challenge par-
ents on behalf of children.117 Although contemporary family law combines 
strands from both, each assumes that children cannot reliably speak for 
themselves or independently advance their own interests.
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Whether based on an integrative or a diversity approach, parentage 
rules are important precisely because of the authority and responsibil-
ity that family law vests in those deemed parents and the relative lack of 
legal status and protection accorded to nonparents.118 Further, the more 
flexible and individually tailored a parentage determination becomes, as 
illustrated by contemporary functional tests, the more room the law of 
parentage leaves for judicial determinations and hence state intervention. 
Awareness of law’s limited capacity requires proceeding with caution.119

Nonetheless, all parentage rules, even those that are most familiar and 
traditional, reflect social and legal constructions. Because the state neces-
sarily participates in the creation of such constructions120 and purposely 
seeks to shape family behavior, I regard the equality project and its repu-
diation of gender stereotypes as indispensable tools and vital limits in de-
veloping legal answers to the questions, What is parenthood? and Who is 
a parent?
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Can Parenting Be Equal? 

Rethinking Equality and Gender Differences in Parenting

Andrea Doucet

Over the past thirty years, researchers in many countries have pointed 
to massive, gendered transformations in paid and unpaid work and par-
enting. Across most Western countries, we have seen more and more 
breadwinning mothers, stay-at-home fathers, and gay and lesbian parent 
households. These large demographic and social shifts have engendered 
equally massive discussions about what a family is, what parenthood is or 
should be, how to make sense of gender equality and gender differences in 
parenting, and what institutional, policy, and legal measures might assist 
those who seek to achieve gender equality in parenting and paid work.

I joined this conversation just over twenty years ago when I was con-
ducting my doctoral research on women and men trying to “share” par-
enting and housework. That project instigated a two-decade-long re-
search program that has focused on addressing the puzzlingly persistent 
link between women and primary parenting while also reflecting on what 
impedes or facilitates active father involvement. My work has constantly 
scrutinized the fit between gender “equality” and gender differences in 
parenting. After two decades of ethnographic and theoretical work, I have 
come to the view that we need a social science approach that focuses 
less on gender “equality” in parenting and more on making sense of dif-
ferences, and whether, where, and how those differences matter. That ap-
proach informs my contribution to this book.

My chapter is paired with Susan Frelich Appleton’s contribution (in 
chapter 11), which explores “what is parenthood?” as a legal question. I 
share her location within the diversity model, which recognizes and ap-
preciates the diverse forms that families and parenthood can take. I agree 
with her support for an approach that “embraces gender equality [and] 
supports recognition of a diverse range of parent-child relationships, with-
out regard to sex or gender.”1 I approach these questions, however, with a 
different set of lenses, including sociological, ethnographic, and feminist 
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theoretical work, which, together, combine an aim of gender equality with 
attention to where, how, and why gender differences can manifest them-
selves in everyday life.

I also take up this book’s call to reflect upon some of the “creative ten-
sions” that emerge from attending to both the integrative model and the 
diversity model of parenthood. I concur with the book’s editors that these 
models, while posited as “organizing devices,” may nevertheless run the 
risk of ignoring “nuance and plasticity.”2 In contrast to the integrative 
model of parenthood, I do not emphasize the “importance of biological 
connection, the significance of sex difference (in terms of motherhood 
and fatherhood), and the right of children to their two biological parents.”3 
At the same time, my chapter recasts some terms from the integrative 
model, specifically embodiment and the shifting meanings of mother-
hood and fatherhood to women and men themselves.

This chapter poses two framing questions: (1) Is gender equality pos-
sible in parenting?, and (2) How can we take a diversity approach, with 
its aim of gender equality, and still allow space for gender differences? It 
also addresses two central questions posed in this part of the volume: (1) 
Are there gender differences in parenting?, and (2) If so, should difference 
make a difference?

My response to these questions, and my argument, is threefold. First, 
in response to the question, Are there gender differences in parenting?, I 
argue that we need to be clear about what we mean by parenthood, par-
enting, and “differences.” I posit parenting as a set of relational, emotional, 
domestic, community, and “moral” responsibilities. I also argue that gen-
der differences should not be viewed as “real differences”;4 rather, gender 
differences, if and when they occur, are socially located, contextual, and 
time and spatially dependent. As Joan Williams explains, “People have 
thousands of ‘real differences’ that lack social consequences. The ques-
tion is not whether physical, social and psychological differences between 
women and men exist. It is why these particular differences become sa-
lient in a particular context and then are used to create and justify wom-
en’s continuing economic disadvantage,” as well as what creates men’s dis-
advantage in care work and parenting.5

Second, building from Williams’s argument, I attend not only to why 
but also to how gender differences become salient in particular contexts. 
In the flow of everyday family life, for those living it as well as for those 
observing it, gender differences in parenting alternate between being in-
visible and insignificant to being magnified and relevant. As feminist 
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sociologist Barrie Thorne argues, from her ethnographic research on chil-
dren, gender differences can be ignited at a moment’s notice and then 
fade away just as quickly.6 I argue that gender differences in mothering 
and fathering are embodied, relational, and fluid identities and practices; 
they shift and change over time and within complex webs of social and 
institutional relationships.

My third argument addresses the question, Should gender differences 
make a difference? I agree, in general, with Appleton’s claim that gender 
differences “must have limited and time-restricted consequences” and 
that “attaching any enduring legal effects to a woman’s gestational contri-
bution would make biology destiny.”7 I also agree with her recommenda-
tion against any legal rules based on “maternal-infant attachment bonds.”8 
While I agree on the importance of not creating laws based on the as-
sumption of essential, biological differences, I do point to how, in prac-
tice, many women and men, in heterosexual couples, often attach differ-
ent meanings to mothering and fathering, especially in the first months of 
parenting. As a complement to Appleton’s chapter, I focus not on the law 
but on how parents narrate their lived experiences and identities.9 While 
family law may have evolved away from fixed notions of what the sexes do 
or should do, gender neutrality as a legal matter does not mean that men 
and women, in actual life, do not experience themselves in gendered ways, 
particularly with respect to parenting. We need a way of theorizing, and 
working with, the interplay of gender differences and gender equality in 
parenting.

In this chapter, I first lay out my methodological and theoretical posi-
tioning, which inform my position in this debate; second, I provide a wide 
definition of parenting as a set of responsibilities for children and put for-
ward a working definition of gender differences; third, I highlight a range 
of fluid gender differences and similarities in parenting and reflect on how 
to make sense of such differences; finally, I ask, Should difference make 
a difference?, with respect to social science work on domestic labor and 
parental leave policies.

Methodological and Theoretical Positioning
This chapter draws upon two decades of ethnographic research on moth-
ering and fathering in Canada, the United Kingdom, and the United States 
and a decade-long longitudinal research project on Canadian breadwin-
ning mothers and stay-at-home fathers. My research has also focused on 
gay father couples, single father families, and divorced and co-parenting 
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families and has emphasized the role of social networks as important di-
mensions of parenting work. While the majority of individuals in my stud-
ies are lower-middle-class and middle-class, of varied white ethnicities, 
heterosexual, and living with dependent children, my projects also span 
diversity across class, race, and sexuality. My research has focused cen-
trally on understanding men’s fathering narratives. Most of it has occurred 
with Canadian families.

The Canadian context is important because it provides a different po-
litical location from which to approach the central issues of this book. In 
contrast to Appleton’s observations of “culture war” in the United States, 
where there is a “continuing battle over same-sex marriage,” I write from 
Canada, where the “culture war” is much less visible. Canada has a fairly 
generous parental leave program that includes maternity leave, gender-
neutral parental leave available to heterosexual and same-sex parents, 
and Scandinavian-style “daddy weeks” (the latter only in the province of 
Quebec). In 2005, it became the fourth country in the world to legalize 
same-sex marriage.10 Comparatively speaking, “Canada is one of the most 
supportive countries with respect to protections for LGBTQ people .  .  . 
and . . . families. . . . In all 13 provinces and territories, LGBTQ people can 
apply to adopt an unrelated child through the public adoption system.”11

Theoretical Approaches
In broad terms, my research program is informed by what the late Iris 
Marion Young called a pragmatic conception of theory, which she de-
scribes as “categorizing, explaining, developing accounts and arguments 
that are tied to specific practical and political problems, where the pur-
pose of the theoretical activity is clearly related to those problems.”12 To 
understand and explicate the “problem” of gender differences in parent-
ing, I have developed a constantly evolving theoretical position that advo-
cates gender equality while recognizing gender differences.13 That position 
initially drew on feminist theories ( first developed in the 1990s in France, 
Italy, and the United States) that call for the constant interplay between 
gender equality and gender differences; a focus on how context (space, 
time, and relationships) matters in how equality and differences interact; 
and analytical shifts from equality to differences, from differences to dis-
advantages, and to “the difference difference makes.”14

My theoretical approach also resonates with a contextual approach, 
which entails close attentiveness to “context and the complexity of 
women’s interests”15 in concrete situations. This attention to differences, 
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however, does not mean “absolutist categorizations of difference” but 
rather a recognition that “meanings are always relative to particular con-
structions in specified contexts.”16 Finally, my recent thinking about theo-
rizing gender equality and differences has been aided by Joan Williams’s 
theory of “reconstructive feminism.”17 This theoretical approach “offer[s] 
the promise of busting out of the frame of the sameness-difference de-
bate”18 by “shifting attention away from women’s identities onto the gen-
der dynamics within which identities are forged.”19

In this chapter, my conception of the biological body or embodiment 
is central. I refer not to any fixed or “essential” notion of the biological in 
parenting but to a conception of embodiment, which is deeply social and 
contextual. This conception is informed by feminist understandings of the 
varied meanings of embodiment in social practices and social contexts,20 
and of the recursive links between biology, culture, discourses, and the 
social.21 I also draw on philosopher Merleau-Ponty’s well-cited concept of 
body subjects to theorize parenting as embodied subjectivities and soci-
ologist Erving Goffman’s insights on public space, social norms, and in-
tersubjective embodied relations to explicate fathers’ sporadic difficulties 
with entering maternal spaces.22

I now turn to consider what parenthood is and to attend to the ques-
tions of gender differences and where and how they should, or do, make a 
difference.

What Is Parenthood?
To understand what we mean by gender differences in parenting, we 
must first clarify what we mean by parenting or parenthood. Parallel to 
Adrienne Rich’s oft-repeated distinction between the experience and the 
institution of mothering and Selma Sevenhuijsen’s distinction between 
the institutions of motherhood and fatherhood, I maintain that there is 
a distinction between parenthood and parenting. Parenthood refers to the 
broad array of sociocultural, legal, medical, and educational norms, dis-
courses, and ideologies as they relate to and regulate everyday parenting 
experiences.23 Parenting, on the other hand, refers to the daily practices 
and responsibilities of parents. Clearly, these are heuristic, and intrinsi-
cally relational, constructs.

My work has developed a conception of primary parenting as a three-
fold set of responsibilities.24 These three responsibilities (building from the 
work of the late feminist philosopher Sara Ruddick) are emotional, com-
munity, and “moral.”
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Emotional responsibility refers to attentiveness and responsiveness, 
careful “knowledge about the needs of others,”25 and the steady process 
of “thinking about” children or “parental consciousness.”26 Community re-
sponsibility recognizes that parenting is not only domestically based but 
also community based, interhousehold, and interinstitutional.27 It con-
nects the domestic realm to the community through social networking, 
coordinating, balancing, negotiating, and orchestrating those others who 
are involved in children’s lives.28 Finally, the “moral” responsibilities of par-
enting refer to people’s identities as “moral” beings and how they feel they 
“ought to” and “should” act in society as parents and as workers.29 This 
is expressed well by Williams, who notes that “masculine norms create 
workplace pressures that make men reluctant or unable to contribute sig-
nificantly to family life” and that women face “hydraulic social pressure to 
conform to societal expectations surrounding gender.”30

Gender Differences in Parenting?
I concur with many feminist and family scholars that gender should not 
matter to the ways in which parenthood is undertaken and that men can 
and do parent in ways that can be viewed as indistinguishable from those 
enacted by their female partners.31 Men can and do partake in parenting 
in “equal” or symmetrical ways, and their contributions as measured by 
parenting tasks and time have increased gradually with each passing year. 
However, there have been smaller shifts in the responsibility for parenting, 
especially in heterosexual households.

With regard to emotional responsibility, ample studies find that men 
care and nurture in ways that closely resemble what are considered tra-
ditional maternal ways of responding to children.32 My research confirms 
those studies.33 However, my longitudinal research illustrates how men 
can still rely on women to take the lead in emotional responsibility; ad-
ditionally, women assume, and feel the social weight of expectation, that 
they are, and should be, the experts in parenting, especially in the first 
months or years. Put differently, in heterosexual households, emotional 
responsibility is more often a mother-led than a father-led process; this 
is mainly due to the many social, relational, institutional, embodied, and 
ideological forces that coalesce to lead women to “start off ” as the pri-
mary parent.34

There have been some gender shifts in community responsibilities, 
with men being increasingly involved, and accepted, as primary caregiv-
ers in schools, health institutions, community organizations, parenting 
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programs, and the sites where adults and children cluster. Nonetheless, 
my research also demonstrates that mothers, in both joint-custody and 
stay-at-home-father families, still take on most of the organizing, net-
working, and orchestrating around children’s lives. Part of the problem is 
that researchers have been using narrow maternal-defined lenses, which 
overlook the work that fathers are doing. Fathers do take on this respon-
sibility, especially through being involved in coaching, organizing, and 
participating in children’s sports. Nevertheless, this still points to gender 
differences in the types of community responsibility that women and men 
undertake.35

Perhaps the slowest gender change has been in the “moral” responsi-
bilities of parenting, which remain tied to the “shoulds” and “oughts” of 
what it means to be a good or proper mother and a good or responsible 
father. One example is the persistence of distinct, gendered, “moral” re-
sponsibilities in relation to the still hegemonic ideal of the male bread-
winner/female caregiver family. As one American breadwinning mother 
recently lamented to me in an interview: “Both women and men can be 
primary breadwinners, and men can be primary caregivers. But there is 
really no socially acceptable model for mothers who are secondary care-
givers.” Meanwhile, many stay-at-home fathers have told me that their dis-
comfort about not earning is “a guy thing,” thus implicitly highlighting the 
still-dominant connections between hegemonic masculinity and family 
provision as their main contribution to parenting.36 Class also matters. A 
consistent theme emerging from these interviews is that being a primary 
caregiver without having achieved success as a breadwinner can be out of 
sync with what many communities consider as a socially acceptable iden-
tity for a male and for a father. Men without jobs or those in low-income 
jobs can be viewed with particular suspicion within communities; this re-
curs for both heterosexual and gay fathers.37

A second example of the ongoing gendering of parents’ “moral” and 
community responsibilities is how fathers speak about subtle but recur-
ring surveillance when they are in public settings with children. My re-
search has found sporadic, but consistent, articulations of the community 
surveillance of men who take on care work. While there has been signifi-
cant change over the past decade, a recurring thread of suspicion remains 
about the proximity between male bodies and children, especially the 
children of others. Notable instances of strong community scrutiny can 
occur around households where single fathers are raising teenage girls (es-
pecially when teen sleepovers occur), where men enter female-dominated 
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child-rearing venues or what one father referred to as “estrogen-filled 
worlds,”38 where men are babysitting the children of others, and where 
men in heterosexual households are primary caregivers of infants (and 
concurrently, where their female partners do not take maternity or paren-
tal leave to care for their infants).39

Gender differences, thus, do recur in parenting. They are created 
through interactive relations with persistently gendered social institu-
tions, community norms, and ideologies.40 These differences are repro-
duced through deeply rooted gendered habitus,41 which can still pull 
women toward care and men toward paid work, especially in infant care,42 
and by hegemonic masculinities,43 which include a devaluation of activi-
ties and identities that have strong connections with traditional feminin-
ity. They also recur because of occasional community and social surveil-
lance of close embodied relations between men and children.

Yet change is under way, and the “moral” responsibilities for parent-
ing are especially important in such change. As Kathleen Gerson notes, 
“Dissolv[ing] the link between gender and moral responsibility” could 
lead to a “social order in which women and men alike are afforded the op-
portunity to integrate the essential life tasks of achieving autonomy and 
caring for others.”44 In fact, we see glimpses of this “social order” in some 
families that deliberately work to resist gender differences,45 and in gay 
and lesbian households where the removal of domestic gender roles and 
expectations can lead to greater flexibility in approaching parenting and 
domestic labor.46

Should Differences Make a Difference?
There are several ways to approach the question of whether gender differ-
ences should make a difference. Is the achievement of gender equality pre-
mised on the absence or erasure of gender differences? Are there tensions 
in giving up differences? Is it possible to adopt a diversity approach while 
also recognizing gender differences?

I have considered this question in varied contexts over the past two 
decades.47 I will address two of these contexts here: theorizing domestic 
equality and thinking about how best to encourage fathers’ take-up of pa-
rental leave policies.48

Theorizing Parental Equality: Should Differences Matter?
Most social science and feminist studies on gender and parenting and do-
mestic divisions of labor are informed by the view that gender differences 
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are to be avoided, and that gender equality is the gold standard toward 
which couples should strive. In some earlier, well-known studies on gen-
der divisions of domestic labor, an egalitarian household was defined as 
one where the man and the woman within it do “share[d] housework 
equally”49 or “whose contributions are roughly equal to one another” 
whether measured by minutes and hours or by division of tasks.50 What-
ever the terms used, the overwhelming consensus by many researchers 
remains that a fifty-fifty or egalitarian division of domestic labor is the 
ideal or most successful pattern.51 As Francine Deutsch put it more than 
ten years ago, “Equal sharers, of course, were the stars of this study.”52

An underlying conceptual problem with assessing gender “equality” in 
household life is that it is tremendously difficult to define and measure do-
mestic life and labor. While equality in employment may be measured and 
tested by factors like pay, promotions, and the relative status of women 
and men, equality within the heterosexual couple’s home is less straight-
forward. Does equality in housework mean that women and men perform 
the same household tasks, and/or do they spend an equal amount of time 
performing such tasks? Does it mean doing everything even if that means 
that the woman may learn how to do plumbing and electrical chores for 
the first time whereas her male partner may have been doing such tasks 
since he was a boy? Does equality in parenting imply that women and 
men share all child care tasks from the first day of their first child’s life, or, 
alternatively, do they have periods where one parent does more than the 
other? Should a father go to toddler groups or playgroup sessions where 
he might be the only man in the room, and should women spend as much 
time coaching soccer or baseball as fathers typically do?

Another problem with striving for gender “equality” in parenting is one 
that I voiced more than fifteen years ago,53 and which feminist scholars 
writing critically about “care work” have reiterated: “The employment of 
equality as a concept and as a goal supposes a standard or a norm which, 
in practice, tends to be defined as what is characteristic of the most pow-
erful groups in society.”54 The result is that equality in household life ends 
up being that which enables gender equality outside household life. Paren-
tal equality is viewed in terms of a traditional masculine norm of minimal 
participation in housework and child care and full participation in con-
tinuous employment.

Should gender differences make a difference in how we theorize gen-
der equality in parenting? In my view, they should. By this I mean that 
we should shift the focus from measuring gender equality in parenting 
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toward making sense of differences. As Thorne notes, such a shift entails 
seeking to make sense of “how, when, and why does gender make a dif-
ference — or not make a difference” and “when gender does make a differ-
ence, what sort of difference is it?”55 When we take a wide, social relations, 
and contextual view of differences (within and between gender), the issue 
is not differences per se but rather why, how, where, and when they recur 
in parenting; how they affect one’s opportunities outside of the domestic 
sphere; and the interconnections between equality in the workplace and 
gender “symmetry” in the home. Looking to the importance of challenging 
masculine norms in the workplace, I concur with Williams’s recent point: 
“If feminists seek to reconstruct gender on the work-family axis, they 
should focus as much, or more, on changing the workplace as on changing 
the family.”56

I now illustrate my approach by using the example of parental leave 
policies.

Parental Leave Policies
From the broad question of whether gender differences in parenting 
should matter, we can ask more specifically whether they should be rec-
ognized in parental leave policies. One could argue that policies should 
be gender-neutral so that fathers in diverse kinds of households can 
have access to legal entitlement to care for infants. Several commenta-
tors who advocate for equal parental leave provision for women and men 
take this approach. Janet Gornick and Marcia Meyers, for example, have 
argued for complete parity in American mothers’ and fathers’ time with 
infants through six months’ nontransferable leave each for mothers and 
fathers.57 Another approach integrates gender equality and gender differ-
ences, through the provision of gender-neutral leave combined with extra 
leave directed at fathers. The latter approach has been taken up by several 
countries in Scandinavia and Europe, and by Canada.58

At least four lessons can be gleaned from government policy ap-
proaches to parental leave provision that seek to obtain greater gender 
equality in parenting through explicitly recognizing gender differences. 
First, where leave is gender-neutral, it is mainly women who take it — and 
they take most of the leave. Sweden, for example, has the longest estab-
lished program of parental leave available to women and men, combined 
with a two-decade-long public promotion of fathers’ parental leave enti-
tlement. In spite of significant policy and ideological shifts, Swedish men 
now still take only about one-fifth (21 percent) of all parental leave days.59 
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Canada is another excellent example. For the past decade, most Canadian 
men and women have had the option to share up to thirty-five weeks of 
paid parental leave entitlement (which is an add-on to fifteen weeks of 
maternity leave). While the number of fathers taking leave initially surged 
upward (from 3 percent to 10 percent in just one year), men’s uptake of 
parental leave has remained stalled at about 12 percent.60

A second lesson concerns the impact of nontransferable father-focused 
policy on men’s uptake of leave. In 1980, only 5 percent of Swedish fathers 
took parental leave; ten years later, it was just 7 percent. Only when non-
transferable and well-paid leave for fathers (also referred to as the “daddy 
month”) was introduced in 1996 did uptake quickly rise to 77 percent. A 
second “daddy month” was implemented in 2002, and the numbers have 
risen to above 90 percent.61 A similar story plays out in neighboring Nor-
way and in one province of Canada. For example, when the Canadian 
province of Quebec added three to five weeks of nontransferable paternity 
leave, it quickly translated into 82 percent of Quebecois dads taking an 
average of seven weeks of leave time.62

A third lesson relates to the financial remuneration of parental leave. 
This has emerged as a strong point in international comparative stud-
ies of men’s uptake of leave.63 Indeed, the highest paternal participation 
rates occur in countries where there are nontransferable leave programs 
combined with high wage replacement rates; these include mainly the 
Nordic countries of Sweden (90 percent participation rate), Norway (89 
percent), and Iceland (84 percent) and the province of Quebec.64 Con-
versely, countries with low replacement wage rates have lower uptake 
by fathers (e.g., Belgium with under 7 percent; Austria, 2 percent; and 
France, 1 percent).65 Given that, on average, men still earn more than 
women do, well-paid leave is important. This is symbolically important in 
that it signals a move away from explicit as well as “unspoken masculine 
norms” in the workplace, especially malestream norms about an ideal 
male worker, which work against both women and men who desire to 
spend time caring.66

Fourth, it is “striking that fathers’ use of leave does respond to policy 
changes.”67 Yet, as demonstrated earlier, more fathers take leave when pol-
icy is informed by recognition of the gender differences that mark women’s 
and men’s lives rather than from a position of gender neutrality. Indeed, in 
addition to the examples given here, there is strong international evidence 
for the weak impacts on gender equality in countries where only gender-
neutral policy is in place. In Australia, for example, where maternity and 
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parental leave are not separate entitlements, Whitehouse, Diamond, and 
Baird found that “an ongoing barrier to fathers’ use of extended leave is 
that this reduces significantly the amount of leave available to their part-
ners.”68 In my recent research on Canadian fathers, most mothers and fa-
thers within heterosexual households first prioritized the mother’s leave 
time and then strategized to maximize parental care. Fathers were explicit 
about “not taking away her leave.”69 Moreover, most fathers did not argue 
for the greater sharing of gender-neutral leave but rather for extending (in 
Quebec) or introducing (in the rest of Canada) nontransferable paternity 
leave.

Should gender differences make a difference in parental leave policy? 
They do, and I would argue that they should continue to do so. Although 
many of the heterosexual couples who have participated in my research 
studies point to how embodiment (in pregnancy, birthing, and breast-
feeding) can impart an advantage to women in forming a bond with their 
infants, fathers who take parental leave also point to the importance of 
building such a bond with their children. Moreover, my research on fathers 
and parental leave demonstrates how fathers speak about the importance 
of getting out of their regular paid work routine to focus on family life, es-
pecially in the transition to new, or expanded, parenthood. Some fathers 
also note that when they take leave, they can see subtle institutional shifts 
in their workplace cultures around fathers, work, and infant care.70 Yet, as 
indicated earlier, gender differences within and across social institutions, 
including the institution of parenthood, all lead to a situation where it is 
mainly women who take, and feel entitled to take, parental leave. I con-
cur with researchers who argue this early phase of parenting can entrench 
women and men into long-standing gender inequalities in their parenting 
and employment opportunities.71 My argument here, however, is that re-
searchers who reflect on how to create conditions for long-lasting gender 
equality in paid and unpaid work may have to consider how to support 
this early phase of potentially gender-differentiated care work rather than 
assume that gender differences in infant care can be minimized through 
gender-neutral policy.72

Conclusions
This chapter has centered on two of this volume’s questions about gen-
der differences in parenting. I addressed where, when, and why gender 
differences appear in parenting, especially for heterosexual couples, and 
reflected on how to make sense of those differences. My overall approach 
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has been more closely aligned with the diversity approach to parenthood, 
although my chapter also reconfigures some of the terms often used 
within the integrative model; specifically, I highlight how fluid and con-
textual approaches to embodiment as well as the recognition of relational 
and shifting meanings and practices of mothering and fathering might 
also usefully inform both models. As a complement to Susan Appleton’s 
chapter, I focused not on law but on the everyday narratives of women 
and men. I approached these matters with a multidisciplinary approach 
combining sociological and feminist theory on gender equality, gender dif-
ferences, and embodiment.

I made three central arguments. First, I called for a distinction between 
parenthood and parenting, and for a wide, social, relational, and contex-
tual approach to gender differences. My approach to gender differences in 
parenting begins with the recognition that the social institution of parent-
hood remains deeply gendered and this has implications for how parent-
ing practices play out. While much of this chapter’s attention was on het-
erosexual couples, I pointed out how same-sex couples still parent within 
gendered social institutions of motherhood and fatherhood.

Second, in answering the question, Are there gender differences in par-
enting?, I argued that attention to gender differences should focus not 
only on why but also on where and how differences are manifest in social 
life. I argued that gender differences in parenting are elastic, constantly in 
motion, embodied, relational, and variable according to time and spatial 
contexts. Finally, I addressed the question, Should differences make a dif-
ference?, by examining studies of gender equality in parenting and paren-
tal leave policies.

In sum, arguing for gender neutrality in legal terms does not necessar-
ily translate into an absence or erasure of gender differences in the every-
day identities, practices, and responsibilities of parenting. I maintain that 
we need a way of theorizing, and working with, the interplay of gender 
differences and gender equality in parenting, in terms of how we theorize 
domestic life and how we think about family policies.
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Transnationalism of the Heart

Familyhood across Borders 

Carola Suárez-Orozco and Marcelo M. Suárez-Orozco

Global migration is transforming the shape of families as increasingly 
“familyhood” is experienced and conducted by hundreds of millions of 
families across national borders. In this chapter, we review the promi-
nence of transnational familyhood and its implications for the meaning 
of family life in an age of mass migration. We consider what it means to 
be a parent, a child, or even a “family unit” in transnational circumstances 
of global migration. Is the biological parent who sends remittances more 
or less a parent than the grandparent or aunt and uncle who takes care of 
the child’s daily needs across most of his or her childhood? Is the child’s 
attachment to the “functional everyday parent” of a different sort than the 
attachment to the long-distance parent? Upon reunification how are the 
legislative, social, and symbolic functions of family life negotiated among 
members who had lived familyhood at a distance? We consider the rever-
berations of transnational parenting on children, parents, and extended 
family dynamics. Finally, we suggest that migration policies should be 
more attentive to the family — in its enormous diversity and plasticity the 
world over — as the fundamental unit of migration.

While most think of immigration as driven by labor, demographic, and 
economic factors, a second look reveals its enduring root in the family. Im-
migration is, most often, an ethical act of and for the family.

Shortly after losing her husband to cancer, a Filipina nurse makes the 
migratory journey to the outskirts of San Diego, working long shifts to 
support her four young children who have stayed behind in the care of 
her mother. A Haitian accountant from Port-au-Prince reluctantly leaves 
his family to find work as a taxi driver in Boston to save for his youngest 
daughter’s costly medical treatment. Countless such sacrifices constitute 
the ethical logic of family migration all over the world.

Immigration destabilizes and changes the societies in which immi-
grants settle. Ironically, however, what is most unsettled and changed 
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by the process are the very families that immigration was to safeguard. 
Many migrations begin tentatively, with a plan of eventually returning 
home. Most, however, result in protracted family separations that deeply 
threaten the identity and cohesion of the family, transforming well-estab-
lished roles, creating new loyalties and bonds, and destabilizing cultural 
scripts of authority, reciprocity, and responsibility. Even under the best 
of circumstances, the family is never the same after migration. While 
one family starts the migration process, an entirely different family com-
pletes it. In this chapter, we locate the family at the center of immigra-
tion, revealing just how dislocating immigration becomes to its form and 
coherence.

In the immigrant communities that we studied (Central American, 
Chinese, Dominican, Haitian, and Mexican), cultural norms tend to hold 
traditional integrative models of “the family.” While the family typically 
places parent-child relationships at the center, it expands to encompass 
sustained and intimate caretaking provided by extended kin and fictive 
kin (e.g., compadres, comadres). Migrations create extended separations, 
resulting in biological parents providing financial care and grandparents, 
or other kin, providing daily care. Extended separations lead to complex 
attachments to both the symbolic parents (daily caretakers who are typi-
cally extended kin) and biological parents who may become abstractions 
over time. Reunifications lead to complex and poignant adjustments for 
parties in the caretaking arrangement. These family relationships, while 
still kin-based, complicate the paradigm of mother/father/children inte-
grative family life.

Global Perspectives on Transnational Separations
Global migrations are transforming the very shape, essence, and defini-
tion of family.1 The experience of transnational migrants can be character-
ized as a cycle of “separation and reunification of different members of the 
family unit over time.”2 Generally, long-distance “familyhood” practiced 
across national borders has been neglected by policy makers, scholars, 
and nongovernmental organizations working with migrants.3 The interna-
tional prevalence of transnational families is finally a matter of growing 
recognition and interest, however. Indeed, the United Nations Develop-
ment Programme made the issue of transnational families a priority topic 
of study in 2009.4 While it is difficult to establish the extent of immigrant 
family separations, informed estimates can be made. There were 214 mil-
lion immigrants and refugees worldwide in 2010. If, on average, each left 
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behind two immediate family members,5 then at least 642 million individ-
uals may be involved in transbordered, transnational family formulations.

Typically, migrations take place in a stepwise fashion, with one family 
member going ahead, followed later by others.6 Historically, the male left 
first, establishing a beachhead in a new land while sending remittances 
home. Over time, when financially possible, the process of bringing rela-
tives — wife, children, and others — began. But in recent decades, immigra-
tion has achieved a nearly perfect gender balance.7 The first world’s de-
mand for service workers draws women — many of them mothers — from 
a variety of developing countries to care for “other people’s children.”8 In 
rapidly aging countries, these immigrant workers are also summoned to 
care for “other people’s aging parents.” Large sectors of the “pink-collar” 
occupations have also attracted immigrant women. When migrating 
mothers leave their children behind, extended family members, such as 
grandparents or aunts, often become the primary caretakers with the help 
of the father (if he remains local and is still part of the family). In many 
other cases, both parents go ahead, leaving the children in the care of ex-
tended family.9

As migrant households gain a firmer foot in the country of immigra-
tion, new children are born. These complex-blended families incorporate 
a range of settled migrants, new arrivals, and citizen children, as they are 
born in the new land.10

In recent years, families with undocumented parents have been invol-
untarily wrenched apart by workplace as well as in-home raids conducted 
by immigration authorities. This leaves citizen children behind, some-
times in the care of relatives, sometimes in the care of foster homes, and 
sometimes forced to relocate to a country they have never known.11

Seemingly in perpetual motion, the immigrant family is destined for 
separations and, with luck, reunifications. Here, then, is immigration’s bit-
tersweet paradox: while it is motivated by the well-being of the family, in 
reality it wrenches the family apart.

The United Nations Human Development Report of 2009 suggests that 
family separations are widespread and have lasting repercussions. In a na-
tionally representative survey of documented immigrants within North 
America, nearly a third of the six- to eighteen-year-olds had been sepa-
rated from at least one parent for two or more years. Notably, the rates 
of separation were highest for children of Latin American origin, who ac-
count for more than half of all migrants to the United States.12 Because 
separation rates are higher among the unauthorized or those who are in 
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the process of regulating their documentation status, this is probably a 
low estimate.

The Longitudinal Immigrant Student Adaptation Study
In a U.S. bicoastal study we conducted with 400 recently arrived immi-
grant youth from China, the Dominican Republic, various countries in 
Central America, Haiti, and Mexico attending public schools, we found 
that the majority of the immigrant children had been separated from one 
or both parents for protracted periods — from six months to ten years.13 
Nearly three-quarters of the youth were separated from one or both of 
their parents during the migration process. We found significant differ-
ences between groups in regard to family separations: Chinese families 
were least likely to be separated over the course of migration (52 percent), 
while the vast majority of Central American (88 percent) and Haitian chil-
dren (85 percent) were separated from either one or both of their parents 
during the course of migration.14 Approximately 26 percent of children in 
the study were separated from both parents, for some period of time, a 
pattern most often occurring in Central American families (54 percent). 
Separations from mothers only occurred most frequently in Dominican 
families (40 percent), and separations from fathers only were most fre-
quently found in Mexican families (33 percent).15

The length of separation from parents was unexpectedly long, with 
some children reporting separation from one or both parents for nearly 
their entire childhood. The length of separation varied widely across re-
gions of origin. Of the youth who were separated only from their moth-
ers, 54 percent of Central American children endured separations lasting 
four or more years, as did approximately one-third of both the Dominican 
and the Haitian families. Chinese and Mexican children underwent fewer 
and shorter separations from their mothers.16 When separations from the 
fathers occurred during migration, they were often very lengthy or perma-
nent ones.17 For those families who were separated, 28 percent had sepa-
rations from fathers that lasted more than four years. This was the case 
for 44 percent of the Haitian, 42 percent of the Central American, and 28 
percent of the Dominican families.18

What are the psychological effects of the separations? When compar-
ing youth who had not undergone family separations with youth who had, 
we found that those who arrived as a family unit were less likely to re-
port symptoms of depression or anxiety.19 Those who had undergone the 
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longest separations from their mothers reported the highest levels of these 
symptoms. Generally, we found that the highest levels of distress were re-
ported by youth who had undergone medium- and long-term separations.

Not surprisingly, we found the lowest rates of psychological distress 
among youth who had not been separated from their mothers or who had 
undergone separations of less than two years from their fathers. Youth 
who had undergone separations of four or more years from their moth-
ers reported the greatest distress. Many of these children had stayed with 
their fathers rather than with both grandparents or with aunts and uncles. 
In these cases, we learned that these two-caretaker homes had afforded 
more stable care as well as better, extended supports.

School Perspectives
The poignancy of separations became clear to us as we listened to teach-
ers, parents, and above all, immigrant youth. Insightful school personnel 
often spontaneously brought up the issue of family separations and sub-
sequent reunifications as a challenge facing their immigrant students. A 
veteran high school counselor in California shared with us:

[In many cases] the family has been separated for many years . . . so 
when they are reunited sometimes it’s a mess in the literal sense of 
the word. The mother doesn’t know the child. . . . Because she knows 
she’s been working, sending money, caring for the child and every-
thing — she’s been doing her part. But now it is the child’s turn, you 
know, to show understanding, to show appreciation. . . . Sometimes 
the mother is in a new relationship. So that kids may be coming to a 
new family with other siblings and a stepparent.20

The director of an international center in a Boston area high school 
summed up the challenge:

I feel like I need to give [students] a great deal of personal and emo-
tional support in the transition they are making. .  .  . You know, the 
whole issue of family separations. There are a lot of emotional issues, 
which come into this. . . . We have people here from China, from Bra-
zil, from Haiti, from Central America, and what is interesting is that 
they are all [talking about] the same issues. “I don’t know how to live 
with my parent.”
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Family Perspectives: During the Separation Phase
Few topics were more difficult to broach with immigrant families than 
their time apart. Many of our otherwise talkative informants became 
monosyllabic when we posed questions about this topic, and many youth 
admitted that their family simply never discussed their time apart.21

The act of separation was often described as one of the hardest things 
about coming to the United States. Jamisa,22 a fourteen-year-old Domini-
can girl, said, “The day I left my mother I felt like my heart was staying 
behind. Because she was the only person I trusted — she was my life. I felt 
as if a light had extinguished. I still have not been able to get used to living 
without her.”

In many cases, parents left their children when they were infants and 
toddlers. Carmen, the mother of thirteen-year-old Central American 
twins, shared: “It was very hard above all to leave the children when they 
were so small. I would go into the bathroom of the gas station and milk 
my breasts that overflowed, crying for my babies. Every time I think of it, 
it makes me sad.”

While the parents told us that they hoped to reunite quickly with their 
children, the separations turned out to be much more protracted than an-
ticipated. A host of other challenges associated with migration often com-
pounded parents’ separation from their children. These included barriers 
due to language and cultural differences, long working hours typically at 
low wages, displacement from familiar settings, cultural disorientation, 
and a limited social support system. Lack of documentation and concerns 
about security exponentially added to the distress of having the family 
torn apart.

Rosario, a Salvadoran mother of three, told us:

I never thought it would be so long. But I had no choice. My hus-
band had been killed and my children had no one else. I had to make 
the journey to El Norte. I left them with my mother, hoping I could 
send for them in a few months, but life here is so expensive. I sent 
money back every month to take care of them and saved every dol-
lar I could and I spent nothing on myself. My life was better in El Sal-
vador. Here I had no friends. I was always lonely. I miss my children 
desperately and my family. I worked all the time. But a safe crossing 
was so expensive for three children. 
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Parents, especially mothers, maintained contact with their children 
through a series of strategies that included regular remittances, weekly 
phone calls, the exchange of letters, sending photos and gifts, email 
and Skype, and occasionally return visits, when finances and documen-
tation status allowed. Over time, these contacts played an ever more 
important role in nurturing the memory of the absent parent in the 
child’s mind.

The capacity to send remittances to support children and family mem-
bers is the core motivation behind the majority of the parental absences. 
Few children, however, seem to have a clear sense of why their parents 
are away. A fifteen-year-old Guatemalan girl, Amparo, was an exception: “I 
remember that my grandparents would tell me that my parents had to go 
to work so they could send money for us to live on.”

Children recalled gifts that were sent, sometimes on special occasions, 
in the form of money so they could buy what they liked, but also in the 
form of lovingly selected items sent with visitors. Lupita, a twelve-year-
old Mexican girl, recounted, “My parents would send dolls, necklaces, 
clothes, and perfume. Things they thought I would like.” For some, the 
gifts served to salve the absence of the parent. Leandro, a twelve-year-old 
Mexican boy, explained, “[My grandparents] would say to me, ‘Son, do you 
miss your mother?’ I would say, ‘Yes,’ and then go and play. With the video 
games she sent I would forget everything.”

Staying in touch by sending gifts was a tangible means of maintaining 
contact. Nevertheless, a few children reported that no amount of mate-
rial goods could provide what they wanted: a parent’s presence and active 
involvement in their daily life. For example, fourteen-year-old Bao Yu said, 
“Even though he kept sending me new beautiful clothes — so what? I felt 
that he is my father, he should stay with me, and see how I grow up.” While 
some children had memories of their parents, for others, memories began 
to fade. For instance, Areceli, a sixteen-year-old Guatemalan girl whose 
mother left when she was two (and did not see her until eight years later 
when her asylum papers where finally granted), told us, “I would look at 
the pictures of my mother, and I would think that I would like to meet her 
because I could not remember her. . . . I would say, ‘What a pretty mom — I 
would like to meet her.’” For a number of immigrant youth, the parents 
in the picture were parents in name only — long-distance benevolent fig-
ures ambiguously present but with whom the children had little firsthand 
experience.
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Over time, many families found it difficult to maintain steady long-dis-
tance communication — especially those enduring long-term separations. 
Communication was hardest for parents who had left children behind 
when they were very young; as the children grew up, the parent became 
an abstraction. As the mother of a twelve-year-old Salvadoran boy, Man-
uel, explained: “They lived with my mother in El Salvador. I left when they 
were babies. I spoke to the eldest once a month by phone. As the little one 
grew, I spoke to him, too. But since he didn’t know me, our communica-
tion was quite short. I really had to pull the words out of him.”

In listening to parents, it was evident that the absent child remained 
a daily sustaining presence in their lives. For children, however, the story 
was different. Especially in cases of long-term absences, for many youth 
it was a case of out of sight, out of mind. Often, the day-to-day caretakers 
took on the parenting function along with the psychological role of being 
the symbolic “mother” and “father.”

Family Perspectives: During the Reunification Phase
We might expect that after so many sacrifices, family reunification would 
be joyful. Indeed, many children, especially those whose separations were 
short-term or from only one parent, described the moment of reunifica-
tion with the word happy. A thirteen-year-old Guatemalan girl said that 
on the day she got together with her mother, “[I was] so happy. It was my 
dream to be with her.” Likewise, Yara, a fourteen-year-old Dominican girl, 
described her family reunification: “We were so happy. We cried, talked a 
lot, and embraced.”

Yet for many children who had endured protracted separations, the 
reunification was quite complicated. In almost all cases, the children re-
called that their parents received them in a highly emotional and tearful, 
welcoming manner. The child’s experience was different — the parent had 
become a stranger. As Beatriz, a fourteen-year-old Guatemalan new ar-
rival, recalls, “My mother was crying. She hugged me . . . and I felt bad. Like 
neither my sister nor I knew her.”

For parents the reunification signified the joyful conclusion of a painful 
period of sacrifice and struggle to bring the family together. For the chil-
dren, however, the reunification was the beginning of a new and emotion-
ally laden phase. For them, it meant entering a new life in a new land to be 
raised by a new set of adults. They reported intense feelings of disorienta-
tion. As thirteen-year-old Celeste from Haiti confided, “I didn’t know who 
I was going to live with or how my life was going to be. I knew of my father, 
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but I did not know him.” Even under optimal circumstances, migrating 
to a different country and adopting a new way of life is disorienting. Yet 
for many youth in our study, the process was complicated by uncertainty 
about whether they would feel comfortable in their own homes, how they 
would get along with the people they would be living with, and what their 
everyday routines would be. These children were experiencing two migra-
tions — one to a new country and another to a new family.

Araceli, a cautious thirteen-year-old from Guatemala whose father left 
before her birth and whose mother left when she was a year old, not re-
uniting with her until nine years later, told us: 

I felt very strange, and since I didn’t know my mother. I saw a lot 
of women [at the airport] but didn’t know who my mom was. And 
when she came to hug me, I said to her, “Are you my mom?” I didn’t 
hug her very hard because I didn’t know her or anything. I didn’t 
have that much trust or didn’t feel that comfortable with her.

Youth display a range of emotions from a short-term sense of disori-
entation to sadness to anger. For some, the extended absence led to a 
sustained rejection of the parent they believe abandoned them. In such 
cases, the damage of the long absence led to rifts that seemed challeng-
ing to traverse. Some were unforgiving, and by the time parents reentered 
their life, it was too late. These youth had grown accustomed to living 
without the missing parent; they were ready to assert greater indepen-
dence and were unwilling to submit to the parents’ authority after an 
extended separation. A fourteen-year-old Chinese girl, An, confided that 
after a nine-year absence, “Suddenly I had another creature in my life 
called ‘father’. . . . I was too old by then and I could no longer accept him 
into my life.”

Some parents perceived the rupture in trust and patiently worked to 
rebuild a bridge across the emotional chasm. The mother of a fourteen-
year-old Honduran, Felipe, told us: “It was really hard at the beginning 
because we had been separated for five years. . . . [H]e barely trusted me, 
but now, little by little we are building something.” But other parents were 
less patient, hurt, and indeed enraged that their children did not appreci-
ate the sacrifices made on their behalf. A Haitian father, who had worked 
years to bring over his daughter, said between clenched teeth, “She barely 
looks at me. All she does is complain that she wants to be back with her 
aunt, and she just treats me like an ATM.”
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Parents and adolescents shared with us that reunifications were es-
pecially complicated when youth had to adapt to entirely new family 
members, particularly new stepparents (or partners) or new siblings (or  
stepsiblings). For example, twelve-year-old Inez from Mexico admitted 
that she had not wanted to migrate because “I did not know anybody and 
I was going to live with a man [a new stepfather] I did not like.” Many ad-
mitted outright jealously. The mother of thirteen-year-old Nicaraguan En-
rique disclosed: “We are getting used to each other. We are both beginning 
a different life together. .  .  . [T]he kids are jealous of each other and my 
husband is jealous of them. .  .  . Jealousy exists between those who were 
born here and those who were not.”

It was not unusual for the youth to envy attention lavished on new 
siblings (or stepsiblings). As fourteen-year-old Bao Yu articulately stated, 
“Now whenever I see how my father spends time playing with my younger 
sister, I always get mad that he never gave me fatherly love. Now I think he 
is trying to make up to my younger sister.” This pattern of envy often led to 
tension and conflict between family members.

The moment of reunification was thus interlaced with contradictory 
emotions, as children had to leave the caretakers who became their de 
facto parents during the absence of the immigrant parent. A sixteen-year-
old Guatemalan, Marisol, explained, “I loved living with them [the grand-
parents] because they were really sweet people. They were wonderful 
parents. For me they are not like grandparents, they are like my parents 
because they understand me [and] they love me. . . . I did not want to leave 
them.”

Understandably, many adolescents describe bittersweet feelings upon 
reunification because of this loss of the caretakers with whom they had 
daily contact. Marisol told us: “I was sad because I had left my grandpar-
ents behind but happy to be together with my mother.” Similarly, eleven-
year-old Honduran Juan told us: “I was crying because I was leaving my 
grandfather. I had conflicting feelings. On the one hand I wanted to see 
my mother, but on the other I did not want to leave my grandfather.” Such 
double separations and losses are major disruptions in these youngsters’ 
lives. In these families, the grandparents also endured two sets of major 
separations. The elderly had said good-byes to their own children when 
the family migration began, and then had to bid farewell to their grand-
children whom they had raised as their own children.

Many parents expressed guilt for being away from their children while 
recognizing that their sacrifice was necessary for the good of the family. 
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It often dawned on them that their children did not always understand 
this. The longer the parent and child were apart, the harder it was for the 
child to make sense of the situation, and the more parental authority and 
credibility were undermined. Graciela, the insightful mother of a thirteen-
year-old Central American girl, reflects that since the reunification, 

our relationship has not been that good. We were apart for eleven 
years and communicated by letters. Now, we have to deal with that 
separation. It’s been difficult for her and for me. It’s different for my 
son because I’ve been with him since he was born. If I scold him, he 
understands where I’m coming from. He does not get angry or hurt 
when I discipline him, but if I discipline [my daughter] she takes a 
completely different attitude. I think this is a normal way to feel giv-
ing the circumstances.

Disruptions in “Normative” Parenting in Transnational Families
All societies define parenting along shared scripts of safety, security, and 
emotional care for the children.23 The idea of “home” connotes familiarity 
and the sense of being at ease, feeling safe, and being cared for. Provid-
ing for the physical security of the child is but the most fundamental of 
parental responsibilities. The work of protecting children involves a range 
of domains: providing the basic financial resources needed for feeding and 
clothing, sending them to school, and meeting their health needs. Parents 
must also provide the protections afforded to citizens living as members 
of a larger community.

For immigrants these basic securities may prove elusive. While mi-
grants are renowned for their work ethic and for struggling valiantly to 
provide for their families, this may not be enough. Poverty among work-
ing-class immigrant families remains a protracted problem for newcom-
ers from many countries.24 Financial security remains a nearly impossible 
quest for millions of immigrant families.

Millions of immigrant families face a more formidable threat to their 
basic security — living with unauthorized status. The ethos of safety and se-
curity essential to foster healthy family dynamics is unattainable to those 
families who face a pervasive sense of fear — a culture of fear — driven by 
the constant threat of being hunted and at risk of apprehension. In the 
United States, approximately 1.1 million children are unauthorized, and 
an additional 4 million are citizen children growing up with at least one 
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parent who is an unauthorized immigrant. Amazingly today, the United 
States — a country with less than 5 percent of the world’s population — has 
approximately 20 percent of the illegal immigrants in the world: 11 million 
people living in the shadows of society.25

Beyond the fundamental physical, social, and economic security par-
ents should provide, there are parental authoritative, socializing, and 
emotional roles that are essential for optimal child development and well-
being.26 For a variety of reasons, immigrant parents are often robbed of the 
psychological, social, and cultural resources to engage meaningfully with 
their children in the new society and fulfill these roles.

Immigrant parenthood is often defined by an ambiguous presence, 
when parents have gone ahead and left their children behind. Upon reuni-
fication the children will experience a new ambiguity. They need to get to 
know, in new intimate proximity, the rhythms, moods, and expectations 
of their parents.

Parents, now physically present, may continue to be only ambiguously 
there.27 Making ends meet while learning a new language and the ways of 
a new culture drains parents of their time and energy. Many work multiple 
jobs for long hours. Others find the stresses of learning a new language 
while performing on the job overwhelming. Most are mourning the losses 
of loved ones left behind. Many immigrant parents, with the best of inten-
tions, find themselves unable to provide the physical presence, time, and 
energy required to meaningfully parent their children. Further, the cu-
mulative stresses and losses of migrations, while tempered by economic 
gains, leave many parents emotionally exhausted, anxious, depressed, and 
distracted. They may be physically present but psychologically elsewhere 
and unavailable to meet their children’s emotional day-to-day needs.

Immigration is particularly stressful to parents when they are unable to 
draw on their usual resources and coping skills, especially when much is 
at stake for the balance and well-being of the family. Immigration removes 
parents from many of the supports that are linked to community ties, jobs, 
and the main institutions of the new society. Stripped of many of their sig-
nificant supports (extended family members, best friends, and neighbors), 
immigrant parents may never fully develop the social maps needed to find 
their way in a foreign land. A lack of a sense of basic competence, control, 
and belonging leaves many immigrant parents feeling marginalized. A 
new paradox becomes evident. Even as immigrant parents become more 
empowered economically by the opportunities in their new homeland, 
they experience a keen sense of inadequacy in their ability to effectively 
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exercise their parenting authority. At a time when immigrant children 
and youth need extra guidance in navigating the difficult currents of the 
new country, many immigrant parents find themselves at a loss in guiding 
their children.

Further, a loss of parental status is amplified by the multiple social de-
motions parents experience in the new society. The sources of these de-
motions are many, and the consequences are profound. Some start with 
taking a job well beneath their qualifications and skills. The field of immi-
gration is littered with examples of wasted talent: the doctor from China 
now working as a nurse; the nurse from El Salvador working as a cleaning 
lady; the engineer from Ghana working as a taxi driver. Even with a better 
salary, these social demotions are a hard pill to swallow. A Mexican im-
migrant remembers: “Nothing broke my father except the U.S. He couldn’t 
find his footing here. He could not rise again and he knew it. He tried 
many jobs — bus boy, cannery worker, bakery truck driver. I often think 
that he settled on bowling alleys because he was the most erudite man 
there, even if he was a greaser.”28

While other immigrants may not suffer a drop in job status, they none-
theless find themselves toiling in the most stigmatized, dangerous, and 
demeaning work. Narratives of immigrant workers often reveal a deeply 
felt sense that they, and only they, can and will endure the harshest, most 
unforgiving working conditions the new land has to offer.29

Demoralization, uncertainty, and fear at work are but part of the 
stress that worms its way into the heart of immigrant family life. Immi-
gration reverses the natural order of parental authority. Typically nonim-
migrant parents know the basic rules of socialization and how to guide 
their children through the moral, social, and cultural etiquette required 
for membership and belonging.30 They can wisely impart the basic rules 
for respectful interaction with others, how to complete school, and how 
to get a job. In a new society, the rules of engagement change, and im-
migrant parents are no longer masters (or even sometimes players) of 
the game. For immigrants, “relinquishing the parental function” is a pain-
ful and reluctant process. Some do so out of a sense of helplessness and 
entrust their children prematurely to responsibility beyond their years. 
Some youth cherish this role and feel like they are responsible and ac-
tive contributors to the family.31 Others, however, feel burdened or are left 
with a “worm that undermines basic certitude.” Eva Hoffman writes that 
her Polish migrant parents did “not try to exercise much influence over 
me. ‘In Poland, I would have known how to bring you up, I would have 
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known what to do,’ says my mother, but here she has lost her sureness, 
her authority.”32

Parents find themselves turning to their children for help and guidance 
in the practical, cultural, and linguistic nuances of the new society. Asking 
children to take on this mature role comes at a cost. A Vietnamese refugee 
who arrived in the United States as a child recalls: 

The dreadful truth was simply this: we were going through life in re-
verse, and I was the one who would help my mother through the 
hard scrutiny of hard suburban life. I would have to forgo the luxury 
of adolescent experiments and temper tantrums, so that I could 
scoop my mother out of harm’s way and give her sanctuary. Now, 
when we stepped into the exterior world, I was the one who told 
my mother what was acceptable and unacceptable behavior .  .  . 
and even though I hesitated to take on the responsibility I had no 
choice.33

The inability of many immigrant parents to master the language of the 
new land contributes both to this role reversal and to the undermining 
of  parental authority. The complexity of understanding and making one-
self understood will define the lives of new immigrants at work, in deal-
ing with the institutions of the new society (including schools, health care 
services, and the police and judicial system), and with the very essence of 
social membership. Language is an overwhelming preoccupation for im-
migrant parents in the new society because they see it as essential to ad-
vancing there. An inevitable period of linguistic inadequacy compounds 
the difficulty of learning the social rules that smooth interactions in the 
new society. Some are blessed with the linguistic gifts, previous education, 
and social contexts that facilitate rapid acquisition of the new language, 
but many others find themselves linguistically challenged and never fully 
master its intricacies.

Immigrant children, by contrast, more readily come into more intimate 
contact with the language and culture of the new society. Schools im-
merse them in the new values and worldviews and, above all, introduce 
them to the systematic study of the new language. Teachers are often na-
tive-speaking members of the majority culture. Other children who may 
not be immigrants will become the daily interlocutors with whom immi-
grant children will develop a new linguistic repartee. The children watch 
television, see movies, listen to music, and are seeped in the media of their 
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new land’s language. Their parents, on the other hand, are more removed 
from these new cultural realities, particularly if they work long hours, in 
enclaves with other immigrants who tend to be of the same linguistic, eth-
nic, and national background. The children’s deep immersion in the new 
culture will facilitate the acquisition of the new language and give them a 
course to chart in making their way in the new society.

As the children increasingly gain mastery of the new language and cul-
ture, many develop feelings ranging from vague to intense embarrassment 
as they recognize their parents’ inability to help them manage what ap-
pear like simple tasks. Richard Rodriguez, the son of humble immigrant 
parents who grew to flourish as an author and National Public Radio com-
mentator, found early success in school. When his teachers would com-
ment, “Your parents must be proud of you .  .  . shyly I would smile, never 
betraying my sense of irony: I was not proud of my parents.”34 Instead, like 
other children of immigrants, he felt embarrassed by his parents’ accents, 
silent ways, and inability to help him understand homework even during 
the early years of elementary school.

Some immigrant parents rage against their loss of authority; overreac-
tion is not uncommon. Hypervigilance, regimented routines, and policing 
peer influences, as well as those of the media, become preoccupations in 
many immigrant households. Parents feel threatened by the encroach-
ment of new cultural values and behaviors in their children. They often re-
spond by tightening the reins. Putting in place disciplinary sanctions from 
the “old country” will open a new cultural can of worms. While withhold-
ing a meal, pulling an ear, or forcing a child to kneel on rice are common 
practices found in many countries of origin, they may be dissonant with 
mainstream ideals of proper discipline in the new land. A “good spanking” 
in the old country can be a reportable offense in another. Children quickly 
become wise to the spirit and the letter of the law in the new land and 
threaten their parents with the “911” Sword of Damocles.

If immigrant parents do not learn alternative sanctioning mechanisms, 
however, they will lose control of their offspring. This may have severe im-
plications for the well-being of the children because it is essential for par-
ents to maintain basic authoritative functions within the family.35 Parents’ 
authority is not only symbolic but also critical for imposing limits around 
curfew, values around respectful behavior toward others, expectations for 
doing homework, and much more. When the voice of parental authority 
is undermined, and if the children lose respect for their parents, then the 
very foundation of safety and family coherence is compromised.
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Many parents, thus, come to face the paradox of parenting in a prom-
ised land. The country that offers them the dream of a better tomorrow 
and provides them the opportunity to give their children greater eco-
nomic security becomes a battlefield over the identity of the children and 
the coherence and cohesion of the family. The profound familial disloca-
tions and the delegitimizing of parental authority can have destabilizing 
implications for the development of immigrant children, undermining the 
children’s educational and professional pathways in their new society.

Conclusion
If asked, most immigrant parents would likely subscribe to an idealized 
integrative view of the family. The majority come from traditional commu-
nities in Latin America, the Caribbean, and Asia, where a household con-
sists of the nuclear family including children and parents — though expan-
sive involvement with extended and fictive kin is not unusual. However, 
with the process of immigration, the integrative family often becomes lit-
tle more than a normative ideal. Reunification is often more complicated 
than anyone anticipates. Under the best of circumstances, immigration 
represents a huge challenge for the newly reconstituted family.

Our dysfunctional policy architecture compounds these challenges, 
imposing unnecessary costs on the family. The status quo is in urgent 
need of repair. First, we must take seriously what we mean when we say 
that family reunification is at the heart of our immigration policy. We 
must strive to drain the bureaucratic swamp where millions of families are 
stuck enduring separations that can stretch more than half a childhood. 
Our research and other recent work suggest that lengthy family separa-
tions extract a serious toll. Indeed, some Organisation for Economic Co-
operation and Development member countries are encouraging policies 
to drastically minimize the length of separation or to simply do away with 
reunifications if they cannot be conducted in an orderly and timely man-
ner.36 The costs to families and society have been deemed to be that high.

Beyond the problem of protracted separations, we must once and for 
all develop a lawful, workable, and humane national plan to put an end to 
the deforming phenomenon of unauthorized parents raising citizen chil-
dren.37 The logic for this is simple and has our national interests in mind. 
A wealthy advanced democracy simply cannot afford to have millions of 
citizen children growing up in limbo with unauthorized parents. Why? 
At the most basic level, illegal immigration undermines the fundamental 
core functions of the nation-state. Countries come with borders and are 
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in the business of enumerating and accounting for their citizens; 12 mil-
lion human beings who are unidentifiable represent a tear in the fabric 
of the nation-state. The reality of unauthorized parents and their citizen 
children cheapens the value of citizenship for the children, erodes their 
fundamental protections under the Fourteenth Amendment, and works 
to create a permanent subcaste of children and youth who are de jure citi-
zens but who de facto operate in the shadows of society.

Finally, our current laissez-faire approach to immigration is anachro-
nistic and out of touch. With the sink-or-swim approach, while some im-
migrants and their children will thrive, too many are left at risk of drown-
ing. It is time for the premier country of immigration to do its homework 
and to learn from what other countries have been quietly and success-
fully putting in place to ease the transition of their new immigrants and 
families. We need a system of nationally coordinated local supports with 
beachheads in schools, in community centers, and in places of worship 
devised to intelligently support immigrant parents and to aid them during 
a difficult period of transition.
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Transnational Mothering and Models of Parenthood

Ideological and Intergenerational Challenges in Filipina Migrant Families 

Rhacel Salazar Parreñas

An estimated 3,000 workers emigrate from the Philippines every day.1 As 
of 2007, there were 8,726,520 Filipinos who live and work outside the Phil-
ippines.2 In the last twenty years, the majority of Filipino migrant work-
ers have been women. From 2000 to 2006, they accounted for more than 
70 percent of annually deployed migrant workers.3 Most of them are em-
ployed as care and domestic workers in private households, for instance, 
constituting 69 percent of those deployed as guest workers from the Phil-
ippines in 2006.4 Indicating the institutionalization of migration from the 
Philippines, they go not to a few select countries but to an estimated 198 
countries around the world, including in Asia, Europe, and the Americas.5

Economic globalization and its consequent result of labor migration 
from developing nations spur tremendous changes in the constitution 
and maintenance of households in the Philippines. The outburst in labor 
migration has led to the increasing presence of transnational families, 
meaning families whose members reside in at least two nation-states. In 
fact, nongovernmental organizations estimate that more than 9 million 
children, a figure representing approximately 27 percent of the overall 
youth population, are growing up in the Philippines with at least one par-
ent working outside the territorial boundaries of the nation. Considering 
the disproportionate number of women leaving the Philippines every year, 
we can assume that a sizable number of them are children of migrant 
mothers.

My chapter examines the rise of transnational mothering in economic 
globalization. Imposing geographic distance on mothers and children, 
the practice of transnational mothering ruptures the ideological founda-
tion of a traditional family as it questions not only the idea that biologi-
cal mothers should raise their children exclusively but also that mothers 
and children should reside together. This arrangement radically reshapes 
common ideas of appropriate mothering. First, it expands “definitions 
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of motherhood to encompass breadwinning that may require long-term 
physical separations.”6 Second, it involves mothering from a distance, 
which some would consider the abandonment of one’s conventional 
mothering duties, but others would insist not. Relying on advancements 
in telecommunication, women compress time and space and use the In-
ternet, telephone, and postal mail to nurture their children from afar and 
not up close. Regular communication — whether through telephone calls, 
remittances, letters, voice recordings, emails, SMS messages, or photo-
graphs — allows mothers simultaneously to be “here and there.”

Without doubt, geographic separation prevents transnational moth-
ers from performing mothering conventionally but instead forces the re-
constitution of its practice. Moreover, it requires other adults — and not 
mothers — to be responsible for the primary caretaking of children. How-
ever, this latter phenomenon is neither new nor exclusive to transnational 
mothers. After all, working women increasingly rely on paid caregivers 
to free them of housework and child care so they can smoothly enter the 
workforce. What makes transnational mothers different, however, is not 
only their geographic distance from their children but also their length 
of separation from them. In a study on transnational families that I con-
ducted in the Philippines in 2000 and 2001, I found that in ten years, mi-
grant mothers spent a total span of less than six months with their now 
young adult children.7

Addressing the theme of this book, the contrasting integrative model 
and the diversity model offer different ways we could view and understand 
intergenerational relations between migrant mothers and their children 
in transnational families. The integrative model would insist that the geo-
graphic separation of migrant mothers and their children would adversely 
affect the welfare of children and lead to their delinquency because this 
perspective prioritizes the biological connection in the family. Perhaps 
more than this, it emphasizes the importance of a child having both a ma-
ternal figure and a paternal figure in their life, with the best scenario being 
a child raised by a mother and father in an intact marriage. Its vision of 
gender complementarity often assumes different roles played by moth-
ers and fathers in parenting. Under this perspective, children in transna-
tional migrant families would not fare well because children would not 
be growing up in close geographic proximity to their married biological 
parents. Some advocates of this perspective would also frown upon the 
substitution of the care provided by a biological mother with that given by 
extended family or hired caregivers. Believing in gender complementarity, 
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they would also question the ability of fathers to perform the duties tra-
ditionally assigned to women. Under the perspective of the integrative 
model, the transnational household arrangement that migration forces 
on the family threatens to weaken intergenerational relations at the 
same time that it hurts the well-being of children by jeopardizing mari-
tal relations in the family and denying children proximate care from their 
mothers.

In contrast, the diversity model would not reduce the relationship be-
tween mothers and their children to the family form. This means that it 
would not assume that close geographic proximity is a prerequisite for a 
healthy family life. Moreover, it does not subscribe to the view that chil-
dren should grow up with a mother who nurtures emotionally and a father 
who provides economically. Refusing to reduce good parenting to biologi-
cal parents, the diversity model recognizes that healthy intergenerational 
bonds could develop between migrant mothers and their children even 
from a distance. In acknowledging variations in contemporary family life, 
the diversity model also recognizes that biological mothers need not be 
the primary caregiver of children. Other family members, including fa-
thers and female extended kin, could perform mothering as well as, if not 
better than, biological mothers. A person could provide solid parenting to 
a child even without a biological connection to the child or if they are not 
of the proper gender historically associated with family nurturing tasks.

While my chapter engages the concepts of the integrative model and 
the diversity model, my discussion will not address the question of which 
is the more accurate model for understanding the well-being of children 
of migrant mothers in transnational families. Instead, I will address how 
the maintenance of such families does not occur in a vacuum but is in-
stead shaped by particular ideologies and beliefs of what is supposedly 
the right kind of family. More specifically, public opinion on transnational 
families in the Philippines fits the integrative model and rejects the di-
versity model. I illustrate the negative views of transnational mothering 
expressed in newspaper accounts and community organization meetings 
and in the process show how such views fit the integrative model, as they 
lament the absence of biological mothers from the lives of children and 
claim that such an absence gives rise to juvenile delinquency. Then I pro-
ceed to address not the question of whether the integrative model pro-
vides an accurate assessment of the situation of children of transnational 
mothers but instead the question of the impacts of the views espoused by 
this model on the welfare of children. I show that this model aggravates 
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the difficulties confronted by children in transnational families because it 
downplays the care they do receive from substitute mothers (e.g., female 
extended kin) and encourages feelings of abandonment among children.

As do other family arrangements, transnational families impose a set of 
challenges on family life. Geographic distance strains marriages and mars 
intergenerational relations by breeding unfamiliarity, emotional distance, 
and the pain of family separation. In transnational families, children, for 
instance, express feelings of loneliness, vulnerability, and insecurity in 
the absence of their biological mothers.8 Yet holding onto the values es-
poused by the integrative model, specifically the timeworn assumption 
that biological mothers naturally provide the best care for children, does 
not ease these difficulties. As I show in this chapter, it exacerbates them. 
Children, for instance, frequently describe their relationship with trans-
national mothers as one of “abandonment.” This is the case for children of 
both single mothers and married mothers, children who receive optimal 
care up close from extended kin or older siblings, children who receive 
regular remittances from their mothers whether cash or in-kind presents, 
children whose mothers communicate with them by telephone once a 
week and those that do so once a month, and finally children whose fa-
thers are present in their lives and those who are not. In other words, chil-
dren equate their mother’s reconstitution of mothering and failure to per-
form traditional forms of mothering, which is the provision of proximate 
care, with abandonment regardless of the quality of care they receive from 
substitute mothers up close. We should be mindful that this emotion is 
ideologically determined and driven by the stronghold of the integrative 
model in the Philippines, raising the question of whether the acceptance 
of the diversity model among children would ease their difficulties. I argue 
that it would, as children would no longer romanticize the proximate care 
of biological mothers.

My discussion of the emotional difficulties of children in transnational 
families and the underlying ideological views that shape these difficulties 
begins with a brief overview of my methodology. Then, I describe efforts 
of migrant women to mother from a distance and the societal rejection 
of such efforts. As I explain, Philippine society abides by the integrative 
model of the family and measures transnational mothering against this 
model. Proceeding to examine the impacts of holding onto the views of 
the integrative model on the family, I show that it aggravates the difficul-
ties experienced by children by encouraging them to view their mother’s 
redefinition of mothering as not only an abandonment of traditional 
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duties but also the abandonment of them as children. I end by address-
ing how following the diversity model not only would facilitate children’s 
recognition of nontraditional forms of care provided by extended kin up 
close and mothers from afar but also would ease the emotional difficulties 
imposed on them by the geographic distance in their family.

Methodology
This chapter draws from a larger project on the transnational family life 
of young adult children in the Philippines. In my larger project, I compare 
the gender division of labor, intergenerational relations, and the role of ex-
tended kin in the lives of the children of migrant mothers and migrant 
fathers. I do so from the perspective of young adult children whose inter-
pretations of their transnational family life I gathered by collecting one- 
to three-hour, in-depth, open-ended and tape-recorded interviews. I had 
confined my interviews with “children” to young adults who have spent at 
least five years of their adolescence in a transnational household and were 
still in a relationship of economic dependence to a migrant parent. In this 
way, I interview actual members of transnational families.

For my primary data, I conducted sixty-nine interviews with young 
adult children of migrant parents between January and July 2000. I inter-
viewed thirty children of migrant mothers, twenty-six children of migrant 
fathers, and thirteen of two migrant parents. In my discussion, I draw pri-
marily from the interviews with children of migrant mothers. To protect 
the anonymity of informants, I have used pseudonyms throughout.

By limiting my interviews to adults, I am assured of having gained the 
perspectives of those who have grown up in a transnational household 
and have had time to develop well-formulated thoughts and perspectives 
on the process of adaptation in the transnational family. The interviews 
with young adult children focus on their family life and relations, emo-
tions, and future goals for family life. The interviews do not seek to gener-
ate narrative recollections of childhood experiences. Instead, my queries 
on transnational family relations focus on relationships that young adults 
currently maintain with migrant parents and do not look into divisions of 
labor in the past but the present. Yet, in interviews, children would often 
refer to their childhood to explain intergenerational relations in the fam-
ily. During the time of my interviews, all the participants had yet to re-
unite permanently with their migrant parents.

Because my discussion of transnational intimacy relies mostly on the 
perspectives of young adult children in the Philippines and leaves out 
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the perspectives of their migrant mothers, my picture of the caring work 
of transnational mothers relies on the narratives of those at the receiv-
ing end of transnational care. Moreover, my perspectives on intimacy are 
based solely on the feelings and sentiments of the children in the Philip-
pines. How their mothers reciprocate these feelings is unaccounted for in 
my data. Recognizing these shortcomings, I acknowledge that children 
of migrant workers may overlook certain caring labors that their migrant 
parents deem to be important indicators of intimacy, affection, and de-
pendency. Despite this limitation, I consider the interpretation by chil-
dren of parental caring acts to be a viable glimpse into their understand-
ing of transnational family life and intimacy. The perspectives of children 
in transnational families and the caring acts of migrant mothers, which 
they use as the definitive markers of transnational mothering, give us an 
insight into their gender expectations.

Transnational Mothering: Breadwinning and Nurturing  
from a Distance
Migrant mothers do not abandon their children. In their absence, they 
do not even pass down all of their gender responsibilities to other fam-
ily members left in the Philippines. Instead, they reconstitute mothering 
by providing acts of care from afar. They struggle to nurture their chil-
dren from a distance. They do this by (1) remitting funds and (2) keeping 
abreast of their children’s activities with regular communication. In this 
section, I describe how migrant women mother from a distance.

Remittances play a central role in transnational family maintenance. 
The money that migrant women remit to the Philippines arguably makes 
them breadwinners of not only the family but also the nation. Next to 
electronics manufacturing, labor migration generates the second-largest 
source of foreign currency in the Philippines.9 The migration of women 
ruptures the traditional gender division of labor in the family. Without 
doubt, the demand for migrant domestic workers in richer countries 
throughout the world is forcing tremendous social transformations in 
countries such as the Philippines. While upholding women’s traditional 
role of controlling the purse strings in the family,10 the maintenance of a 
shared bank account also allows mothers to redefine mothering to in-
clude breadwinning.

Yet mothers do not only remit funds to become breadwinners of the 
family. They also do so to establish intimacy across borders. Accord-
ing to young adult children, mothers prefer to remit money through the 
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maintenance of a joint bank account that the mother shares with her 
family in the Philippines and entrusts to one of her children. The manage-
ment of bank accounts is one way in which migrant mothers stay closely 
involved with the day-to-day challenges of family life in the Philippines. 
Through the comanagement of a joint bank account with an entrusted 
family member in the Philippines, a migrant mother can be immediately 
accessible to meet the material needs of her family back home. They usu-
ally comanage these accounts not with their spouses but instead with an 
older daughter.

Controlling the purse strings in the family has long been a responsibil-
ity held by women in the Philippines, one that is not contested but instead 
maintained in women’s migration as men are not entrusted by migrant 
women with their remittances. None of the sons who participated in my 
study comanage bank accounts with their mothers. While many sons re-
ceive monthly remittances directly, these funds are often designated for 
their own personal consumption. The responsibilities of sons do not ex-
tend to the well-being of other members of the family. Daughters, by con-
trast, often have to distribute a mother’s remittances to other members 
of the family. In telephone conversations, mothers would usually ask sons 
about their school performance, while they would ask their daughters not 
only about school but also about the well-being of other members of the 
family, including their father, other siblings, and extended kin.

In addition to micromanaging household finances from a distance, to 
achieve some semblance of intimacy, migrant mothers make regular com-
munication part of the routine of transnational family life. For instance, 
the mother of nineteen-year-old Cheryl Gonzaga never fails to call her 
three children at three o’clock every Sunday afternoon. This routine has 
been in place since Cheryl’s mother migrated fourteen years ago and has 
yet to be disrupted by the relocation of her mother from one country to 
the next, beginning with Bahrain, then the United Kingdom, and then 
most recently Hong Kong.

Migrant mothers achieve intimacy in many ways. Many rely on sending 
an SMS text to communicate with their children on a daily basis. Some 
children even told me that they wake up to biblical messages from their 
migrant mothers every morning; they receive doses of “my daily bread,” 
as they called them. Sending text messages is one system mothers use to 
make sure that their children are ready for school in the morning. Many 
are also like the mother of Cheryl Gonzaga and set up a routine of calling 
at particular times during the week. Other mothers send a box of goods 
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every two months or so. In the boxes would be clothes, goods, and toilet-
ries such as soaps and lotion. Finally, many resort to dropping a letter in 
the post for their children during set periods of the month. For instance, 
some children told me that they know when they can anticipate a letter 
from their mother. These examples suggest that various routines enable 
transnational families to achieve semblances of intimacy across distances. 
In turn, they suggest that migrant mothers do not forgo their nurturing re-
sponsibilities but maintain them as they also serve as the breadwinner of 
their families upon migration.

The Dismal View of Transnational Mothers
In the Philippines, the public views children of transnational mothers as 
victims who have been abandoned by their mothers. The public dismisses 
women’s migration as not just bad for the welfare of children but danger-
ous to the sanctity of the family. Interestingly, the public does not disdain 
migrant fathers as it does migrant mothers. The prevailing view in the 
Philippines is: if one parent must migrate, then it is better that a father 
and not a mother does so.

How do we explain the vilification of migrant mothers in countries 
such as the Philippines? Why is there a moralistic compulsion to equate 
their migration with the abandonment of children? We could speculate 
that national identity is frequently tied to the idea of women as the repro-
ducers of the nation.11 Hence, we see the tendency to naturalize mothering 
as a reaction against the social transformations encouraged by women’s 
labor and migration in countries as diverse as the Philippines. We could 
also assume that the family in its traditional sense remains a central insti-
tution that defines the cultural identity of nations. This latter view would 
support the integrative model of the family and insist not only on the hor-
izontal foundation of the family being between a husband and wife but 
also on vertical relations in the family being sustained by a marked gender 
division of labor that retains the place of women inside the home. Indeed, 
we see that the ideological views on migrant mothers that are espoused 
by the media, local community groups, and school officials follow the in-
tegrative model of the family.

Illustrating the ideological belief that women’s rightful place is in the 
home, headlines on May 26, 1995, from two of the largest circulating news-
papers in the Philippines read, “Overseas Employment a Threat to Fili-
pino Families” and “Ramos Says Pinay OCWs [Overseas Contract Work-
ers] Threaten Filipino Families.” In a speech delivered to the Department 
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of Social Welfare the day prior to the release of these newspaper reports, 
the president of the Philippines, Fidel Ramos, had called for initiatives to 
keep migrant mothers at home. As President Ramos so stated, “We are 
not against overseas employment of Filipino women. We are against over-
seas employment at the cost of family solidarity.”12 By calling for the return 
migration of mothers, Ramos did not necessarily disregard the increasing 
economic dependence of the Philippines on the foreign remittances of 
its mostly female migrant workers. However, he did make clear that it is 
morally acceptable only for single and childless women to pursue labor 
migration.

Two parallels with the president’s reprimand of migrant mothers are 
their vilification in public discourse and the media’s pathological descrip-
tions of their families.13 Despite its questionable basis, the media’s negative 
depiction of transnational families, particularly those of migrant moth-
ers, instills in public consciousness the view that migration precipitates 
a care crisis in transnational families. This crisis supposedly results in the 
instability of family life and consequently the use of “drugs, gambling, and 
drinking” among children of migrant workers.14 Without doubt, sensation-
alist reports on the well-being of children in transnational families fuel 
the vilification of migrant mothers, whose migration is equated with the 
abandonment of children and consequently with children’s emotional and 
psychological difficulties. Yet, in the course of vilifying migrant mothers, 
news media reports leave fathers free of any responsibility for the care of 
children. The media presume, as such reports imply, that men are natu-
rally incompetent caregivers of the family.

Public discourse in the media does not disagree with mainstream 
views in the community. In the course of my fieldwork, I visited eight el-
ementary schools and six high schools in one school district in the central 
region of the Philippines.15 Guidance counselors usually welcomed me to 
the campus and introduced me to teachers. It was during these visits that 
I evaluated the curriculum for the “values formation” courses required of 
high school students. The family is frequently addressed in these courses, 
and I wanted to see the extent to which transnational families are incor-
porated in lessons and discussions. Not surprisingly, I learned that none 
of the high schools acknowledged the transnational family in their values 
formation classes. This had been the case even in schools where the ma-
jority of students had at least one migrant parent working abroad.

More than just ignoring the situation of transnational families, lessons 
imparted the message that children in transnational families are prone 



308

Rhacel Salazar Parreñas

to delinquency because their arrangement does not abide by the norms 
advocated by the integrative model of the family. This message is clearly 
established in the following text, a standard reading assigned to students 
in the values formation course in a school where 65 percent of students 
are members of a transnational family. The lesson states:

If we trace back on [sic] our history, we are proud to say that we 
are a strong country. Each family goes to mass together, pray [sic] 
together, ate [sic] together, and happily shares stories before going 
to bed. The father works for the family. The mother takes care of the 
children. The parents help the children with their studies. They have 
enough time to talk to their children on their problems. In return 
the children showed their love by sharing, helping in the household 
chores. . . . They consult their parents before doing anything. Because 
of this, the children are not influenced by bad friends or peers.16

The text more than implies that children in families that do not follow 
the integrative model of the family would not likely have the strength or 
know-how to reject negative outside influences. What is significant about 
this text for the purpose of our discussion is that it sends the message to 
children in transnational families that they are growing up in the wrong 
kind of family. The integrative model of the family portrayed in the pas-
sage may in turn influence their views on the family. For instance, it may 
make it difficult for children to imagine their migrant mothers as legiti-
mate breadwinners. Likewise, it may downplay the care provided by their 
mothers from a distance as well as the care provided by extended kin up 
close. In general, the normative family depicted in the passage stigmatizes 
transnational families, which could only hurt the adjustment of children 
as they face the challenges of growing up in a household physically apart 
from their mothers.

In addition to schools, I also visited with various community support 
groups that work with transnational families in the region of my study. I 
traveled to places far from the city center where I was based, often not 
in the most comfortable conditions, in order to include in my sample 
families from both urban and rural areas. I identified community support 
groups with the assistance of the regional office of the Overseas Work-
ers Welfare Administration (OWWA). In my area of study, there had been 
fourteen local community organizations registered with OWWA, nine of 
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which remained quite active during the time of my research. My research 
assistant and I met with members of all nine of these organizations.17

Based on our discussions, it was quite clear that migrant community 
groups had not looked favorably upon the transnational family and its 
threats to the integrative model of the family, specifically the gender trans-
formations it promotes. This is so despite the fact they were members 
of such families. Members frowned upon the limited time that migrants 
spend with their families as well as the transnational family’s threat to the 
family roles of men and women. However, I found that many individuals 
felt that fathers and not mothers should be the ones who should migrate 
to economically support the family. A focus-group discussion I conducted 
with members of migrant families, for instance, left me stunned by the 
litany of depressing responses that participants gave concerning the ef-
fects of women’s migration to the family. The participants commented as 
follows: 

1. They are neglected.
2. Abandoned. 
3. No one is there to watch over the children.
4. The attitude [sic] of children change. 
5. They swim in vices.
6. The values you like disappear.
7. They take on vices.
8. Men take on mistresses.
9. Like with the children, when you leave, they are still small, and 
when you come back, they are much older. But they do not rec-
ognize you as their real parents. And what they want, you have to 
follow. They get used to having a parent abroad and they are used to 
always having money.
10. That’s true. That’s true.

Interestingly, these negative sentiments were shared with me by 
members of the families of migrant fathers, who believe that transna-
tional households with migrant men are more conducive to establishing 
a healthy family life than are the families of migrant women. In general, 
opinions of members of community groups reiterated mainstream views 
of the family. They frequently described the transnational families of mi-
grant mothers as being worse off than those of migrant fathers. Many 
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participants naturalized not only the ineptitude of men to do care work 
but also their tendency to stray in marriages.

While community representatives conveyed strict gender boundaries 
of mothering and fathering, they did give greater flexibility to concepts 
of mothering than to concepts of fathering. For instance, mothers can 
“mother and father,” but fathers can only be breadwinners and cannot 
take on mothering roles, such as nurturing and caring for children. Often, 
concepts of fathering are narrowly confined to breadwinning. Moreover, 
communities do not question but accept the notion that men are incom-
petent care providers. This conventional view of the family, one that fol-
lows the integrative model, resonated in all the interviews and group dis-
cussions that I conducted with community representatives.

In this section, I attempted to illustrate the societal rejection of trans-
national mothering in the Philippines. Society sees this practice as not 
only a threat to the sanctity of the family but also a danger to the welfare 
of children. We could assume that the salient support of the integrative 
model of the family in the Philippines shapes the experiences of transna-
tional family life and likely sends the message to children that they are 
growing up in the wrong kind of family. Indeed, I found this to be the case 
as children I met in the Philippines frequently described their relationship 
with their migrant mothers as one of “abandonment” regardless of the 
care they receive afar from their mothers and up close from female ex-
tended kin. Insisting on the integrative model of the family, I found, inten-
sifies the emotional difficulties of children and does not ease the struggles 
they face growing up in transnational families.

The Discourse of Abandonment
By questioning the societal lament over transnational mothering, I do 
not deny the struggles that individuals confront as a result of the forcible 
separation of the family in migration. Instead, I call attention to the fact 
that the problems confronted by children are caused not so much by their 
mother’s migration but instead by the resistance against the efforts of mi-
grant mothers to redefine mothering and reconstitute the division of labor 
in the family. After all, children do receive adequate care in the transna-
tional family. The remittances of migrant mothers, the frequent commu-
nication across time and space between mothers and children, and finally 
the nurturing provided by female extended kin testify to that care.

What I found is that the negative view of migrant mothers, which is 
premised on the belief that they are the rightful proximate care providers 
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of children, not only absolves fathers of the responsibility to care for their 
children but also makes it difficult for children to recognize the unortho-
dox ways that they receive care in light of their mothers’ migration. If one 
were to talk to children of migrant mothers, one would easily assume that 
they have received no care at all. They often describe their situation as one 
of “abandonment.” One, however, has to read between the lines. A closer 
look at their situation will show that children are not abandoned and left 
without adequate care upon the migration of their mothers. Instead, what 
they often mean by abandonment is not the absence of day-to-day ma-
ternal care but the denial of physical intimacy from their biological moth-
ers. Generally, children uphold biological-based views on mothering. In so 
doing, they believe that it is impossible for mothers to provide care from 
a distance. Moreover, they assume that the work of extended kin, even 
those whom they call “mom,” cannot adequately substitute for the nurtur-
ing acts of a biological mother.

While respondents like Roan Leyritana18 recognize the care work per-
formed by his aunt, he still assumes that his mother would have provided 
a greater extent of care. Children often describe the care that their mi-
grant mothers provide from a distance as “not enough.” Likewise, they in-
sist that the care extended by other relatives could never match what they 
assume would just be naturally better care that their mother would have 
provided if she had not migrated.

Not surprisingly, Roan describes the care that he received from his aunt 
as “not enough.” This is because Roan believes that the care work of his 
mother would have naturally exceeded the quality of care that his aunt 
provided him. Although he has yet to experience the same intensive car-
ing acts from his mother as those he has received from his aunt (although 
his mother did visit him frequently in the Philippines), Roan assumes that 
the acts of walking him to school, helping him with his homework, cook-
ing him breakfast, and so on would have naturally been better performed 
by his mother. Roan exclaims: “What is right is for [my mother] to be by 
my side. .  .  . The love that I received from a father and mother was not 
enough. I received a lot of love from my aunts and my grandmother, but 
that was it.”

Similarly, the affection of fathers is believed not to be interchangeable 
with that of mothers. The participants I interviewed often assume that the 
gender division of labor between mothers and fathers is natural. Fathers 
discipline, and mothers nurture. Fathers provide financial stability, and 
mothers ensure emotional stability. Not surprisingly, another respondent, 
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Phoebe Latorre, thinks she would have had a more stable upbringing if her 
mother had stayed at home. This is regardless of the fact that her mother 
left behind an alcoholic and jobless husband to work as a domestic worker 
in Hong Kong, calls frequently enough to know the weekly routine of her 
children, and has financially supported all of her children through school.

Notably, fathers left behind in the Philippines tend not to take on nur-
turing responsibilities. Physically present but emotionally absent, fathers 
forgo the physical caring responsibilities that migrant mothers surely can-
not perform due to their geographic separation. Instead, they pass this 
work on to other women, including daughters, domestic workers, or, more 
commonly, female extended kin. Fathers are often not stigmatized for re-
jecting care work. Instead, staunch ideological beliefs in the “cult of do-
mesticity” and society’s continued abidance by the integrative model of 
the family absolve men of responsibility for care.

Due to the ideological stronghold of the integrative model of the family, 
children likewise often do not recognize the efforts of migrant mothers to 
redefine mothering, which is to amplify their breadwinning responsibili-
ties and to provide care from a distance. The attitude of Rosette Cabellero, 
a nineteen-year-old whose single mother works in Qatar, reflects those of 
most children whom I met in the Philippines. She recognizes the mate-
rial gains that she has incurred from her mother’s migration, but not to 
the extent that it would free her mother of caregiving responsibilities. For 
Rosette, mothering cannot be sufficiently satisfied by breadwinning alone. 
As she poignantly told me, good mothering requires constant nurturing. 
When I asked her to elaborate, Rosette proceeded to tell me: “What I want 
is, for example, what I see with other children. I see their mothers get 
frantic whenever they get hurt. They rush to their child’s side, apply oint-
ment on the wound. On my own, I do not get that attention. Then your 
mother should also brush your hair. You do that on your own without her.” 
Children expect mothers to demonstrate their love via what sociologist 
Sharon Hays calls “intensive mothering,” meaning the work of expending 
a “tremendous amount of time, energy, and money in raising [one’s] chil-
dren.”19 In the process, children often lose sight of the fact that other indi-
viduals, not only their biological mothers, could demonstrate these acts of 
care. This suggests that the children of migrant mothers are not necessar-
ily denied daily acts of nurturing, but instead they are denied what they 
think is proper care, which is the proximate care provided by biological 
mothers. In so doing, they downplay the extent of care they receive from 
other kin in the Philippines.
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The care expectations of children such as Rosette undeniably follow a 
grid of gender conventions. Children generally expect to be nurtured by 
their mothers more than their fathers. Yet, in most cases, only the inti-
macy achieved in the daily routine of family life — one denied transna-
tional families — can provide such reassurances of love. This is reflected 
in the care expectations of children such as Rosette to be nursed by their 
mothers. Without doubt, physical intimacy with mothers as a measure of 
the quality of life in the family places migrant mothers and their children 
in a no-win situation. Yet, I found that a great number of children define 
the quality of their family on the basis of how well it fits the integrative 
model of the family. In this model, fathers provide and mothers nurture in 
proximity.

Remarkably high care expectations haunt the families of migrant 
mothers and burden women as they toil in other countries. Mothers may 
economically provide for their children but not at the expense of their 
nurturing responsibilities. Children recognize these economic contribu-
tions but not to the extent that it would free mothers of their proximate 
nurturing responsibilities. Weekly phone calls, daily text messages, and 
letters are considered insufficient means of maternal care. This suggests 
that, for children, money does not provide for their needs completely. 
Their disgruntlement over their transnational family arrangement indi-
cates the limits to the satisfaction they achieve with the material gains 
garnered for the family by their mothers’ migration. However, in contrast 
to the dissatisfaction expressed by the children of migrant mothers is the 
greater acceptance of the practice of transnational fathering. The twenty-
six children of migrant fathers whom I interviewed in the Philippines con-
sistently valorized their fathers as “heroes” who are making sacrifices for 
the collective good and mobility of the family. Children can accept trans-
national fathering because this practice agrees with traditional notions 
of parenting in the Philippines. In other words, it follows the integrative 
model of the family.

Children of migrant women are not likely to accept a reconstituted 
form of mothering, one that redefines mothering to be that of a good pro-
vider and a distance nurturer. Like children of migrant fathers, they tend 
to hold on to staunch moral beliefs regarding the family, holding in high 
regard the conventional nuclear family.

This conventional nuclear family ideology is inculcated in the children 
of migrant mothers not only by the media and the state, as we saw with 
the comments by President Fidel Ramos, but also by religious institutions 
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and schools, which, in the state-mandated family values course, does 
not acknowledge the presence of transnational migrant families. In the 
community where I did research, churches rarely addressed the plight 
of transnational migrant families in their weekly services. Consequently, 
many children of migrant mothers grow up believing they are being 
raised in the wrong kind of family. Not surprisingly, the children of mi-
grant mothers tend to describe their families as “broken,” which is how 
Philippine public discourse often refers to the “deficiencies” in nonnuclear 
households. Yet, I wish to point out that families tend to be “broken” not 
because children have been abandoned in the process of women’s migra-
tion but because the migration of mothers threatens the organization of 
gender in society.

Conclusion
In confronting transnational families, the integrative model strongly sup-
ports a call for a return to the patriarchal nuclear family. In so doing, it 
vilifies migrant mothers and sends the message to children that they are 
not only abandoned but are growing up in the wrong kind of family. As 
I show, this is the case in the Philippines, where the societal rejection 
of transnational mothering sets the stage for fathers to reject care work 
because they believe that this responsibility rightfully remain women’s 
work. Moreover, the vilification of migrant mothers clouds the efforts of 
mothers to redefine mothering, as it suggests to children the inadequacy 
of the care they receive from substitute mothers who are not their “real” 
mothers. Abiding by the views espoused in the diversity model would not 
necessarily get rid of the emotional difficulties confronted by children in 
transnational families, but it would ease them. It would pressure fathers 
to do more care work, in part by finding such paternal care work more 
socially acceptable, direct children to recognize the care extended by their 
mothers from a distance and likewise provided by other women from up 
close, and, finally, ease the feelings of “abandonment” frequently expressed 
by children of migrant mothers.

We should recognize that the family is not a static institution. As Judith 
Stacey notes, we are now in the age of the postmodern family in which 
economic realities can no longer sustain a dominant household structure 
but instead have ushered in the formation of multiple household forms, 
including single-parent and dual-wage-earning households.20 To the diver-
sity of household forms noted by Stacey, I would add transnational mi-
grant households. Indeed, while they are culturally pressured to measure 
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the quality of their transnational family life vis-à-vis the integrative model 
of the family, children of migrant mothers also seem to accept the reality 
that diverse family forms are here to stay. When asked to define a fam-
ily, my interviewees did not respond with a conventional picture of the 
family. Instead, they stated that a family is composed of individuals whom 
they love, for whom they care, whom they trust, and with whom they feel 
comfortable and secure. Hence, they often named a diversity of people 
when asked to account for their family members. For instance, children 
did not mention only their parents and siblings; some acknowledged ex-
tended kin, distinguishing those who are particularly close to them such 
as a certain aunt, cousin, or grandmother, while others included their best 
friends. Needless to say, the flexible account of family members and the 
expansive definition of the family provided by children could very well in-
clude a transnational family.

Children do not necessarily receive optimal care in conventional nu-
clear households. However, the notion that biological mothers should 
nurture their children somehow retains its ideological stronghold. Yet, 
as I have tried to describe in this chapter, holding on to the ideological 
belief that biological mothers are the most suitable caregivers of children 
only exacerbates the problems of the children of migrant mothers. With-
out question, it makes it more difficult for children to adjust to their new 
family form — the transnational family — spurred on by the process of eco-
nomic globalization.
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Of Human Bonding

Integrating the Needs and Desires of Women, Men, and the Children  
Their Unions Produce 

Elizabeth Marquardt

Social scientists have now had the opportunity to study the positive and 
negative consequences of widespread family change for more than two 
decades. In this chapter, I will argue that the weight of the evidence sup-
ports the idea that the integration of the mother-child bond, the father-
child bond, and the sexual bond between women and men through the 
institution of marriage is on average good for children, women, and men. 
I then offer a critical response to June Carbone and Naomi Cahn’s “respon-
sible parenthood” proposal (elaborated in the next chapter). I end by ex-
amining the list of what I consider to be positive consequences of family 
change in recent decades and conclude that renewing a strong marriage 
culture would not compromise those positive changes.

The indicators of family change are familiar. For the average couple, 
the lifetime probability that their marriage will end now falls between 40 
and 50 percent.1 More than 40 percent of U.S. children are born outside of 
marriage.2 Other recent trends point toward a continuing fragmentation 
of marriage and parenthood. A notable example is the number of children 
conceived through assisted reproductive technologies using “third-party 
donors,” such as sperm or egg donors or surrogate mothers. These num-
bers are small overall but appear to be on the rise.3 These children and 
young people are only beginning to be studied.

Technologies using third-party donors may now be used by hetero-
sexual married couples, lesbian and gay couples, and single mothers or 
fathers. It is important to keep in mind that these technologies were pio-
neered for heterosexual married couples. Dominant trends driving a re-
definition of parenthood in recent decades, including divorce, single-par-
ent childbearing, and use of a variety of reproductive technologies, have 
been led by heterosexuals.
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At the same time, the greater visibility of same-sex parenting and the 
understandable desire of such parents for legal recognition of their fami-
lies form a unique capstone to these trends driving a redefinition of par-
enthood. Divorced and remarried heterosexuals pioneered the idea that 
different kinds of people could be parents or parent figures for children, 
not just their mom or dad. Social recognition and acceptance of typically 
heterosexual single mothers first affirmed the idea that children do not 
necessarily need their fathers. But only same-sex marriage requires a full 
redefinition of parenthood. With such a change, we can no longer talk 
about children’s needs for their mothers and fathers, but only their need 
for two “parents.” Or maybe one really good parent. Or, if two parents are 
good, maybe three parents are even better.4 If we say that children of gays 
and lesbians do not particularly need their mom and their dad, we cannot 
very well say that other children do need those very same two people.

What’s Good about Recent Family Change
Over the last several decades, family trends have evolved in the context of 
broader social changes in the United States and other parts of the world. 
Some of the good changes that come to mind, and this list is by no means 
meant to be exhaustive, include the following: 

•	 Much greater professional, educational, and leadership opportunities 
for women and girls.

•	 Greater emotional involvement with children by fathers who live 
with their children, compared with earlier generations of fathers.

•	 Greatly reduced tolerance for domestic violence.
•	 Greater acceptance of racial/ethnic diversity within families through 

marriage and adoption.
•	 Growing acceptance of gay and lesbian persons within their fami-

lies of origin and reduced stigma in society toward gay and lesbian 
persons.

•	 More openness about and help for addiction, mental illness, history 
of sexual abuse, and other traumas that can devastate individuals 
and families.

What’s Harmful about Recent Family Change
Still, harms have resulted from these impulses toward greater openness, 
equality, and freedom. We now live in a declining marriage culture, one in 
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which men and women on average are more likely to marry later in life or 
not at all,5 more likely to divorce,6 and more likely to have children outside 
of marriage,7 sometimes with multiple partners.

Overall, and after controlling for other variables, the weight of schol-
arly evidence suggests that having a married mother and father is linked 
to children’s increased physical and mental health, general life happiness, 
academic and intellectual performance, behavioral success at school, 
and increased likelihood of graduating from college and successfully en-
tering adulthood.8 Children whose parents got and stayed married are 
themselves more likely to build successful family relationships when they 
reach adulthood.9 Children growing up with married mothers and fathers 
are far less likely to live in poverty and suffer its concomitant problems.10 
They are less likely than similarly situated children of unmarried parents 
to suffer from physical or sexual abuse, to abuse drugs or alcohol, to get 
involved in criminal or violent behavior, or to engage in early sexual activ-
ity and premarital childbearing.11

Cohabiting unions tend to be much less stable than married unions. A 
recent study found that 50 percent of children born to cohabiting couples 
see their parents split up by the time the child is five years old, while only 
15 percent of children born to married couples see their parents split up 
by this age.12 Couples who live together on average report relationships of 
lower quality than do married couples, with those living together report-
ing more conflict, more violence, and lower levels of satisfaction and com-
mitment.13 Even biological parents who live together have poorer-quality 
relationships and are more likely to part than parents who marry.14 These 
differences occur in part because people who choose merely to live to-
gether seem to be less committed to each other.15

The evidence strongly suggests that seeking to integrate the mother-
child bond, the father-child bond, and the sexual bond between men and 
women through this institution called “marriage” is, on average, good.

Same-Sex Parenting and Marriage: What We Know,  
What We Don’t Know
While there have been many cultural and policy efforts to address these 
trends in family change in recent decades,16 this brief chapter will address 
in particular the legalization of same-sex marriage. The proposal to legal-
ize same-sex marriage is without question currently the most heated issue 
among family debates in the United States, and it has, I argue, particularly 
consequential implications for how we define parenthood.
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In the United States, the debate went national when same-sex mar-
riage was mandated by the Massachusetts Supreme Judicial Court in a 
November 18, 2003, decision.17 As of mid-2012, at least seven U.S. states 
or jurisdictions have legalized same-sex marriage, as have some nations 
around the world.

Those who want legalization of same-sex marriage have good reasons. 
In addition to lacking some of the legal protections of marriage, they 
speak of the pain of loving someone you know you can never marry and 
of relationships sometimes warped because they must take place on the 
margins of society. Most powerfully, they point out that gay and lesbian 
couples are already raising children, and those children need legal and so-
cial protections.

At the same time, in every other alternative family form we have tried 
so far, children tell us that lacking a close relationship, or any relationship 
at all, with their biological father or mother can cause emotional pain. 
Could the children of gays and lesbians be all that different from the chil-
dren who have grown up in every other alternative family form we have 
tried? Might they say, “Yes, absolutely, I love the parents who raised me. 
But I always wondered about that father or mother out there who could 
conceive me but didn’t seem to want me. Or, I always wondered what in 
me — my expressions, my gestures, my emotions — came from that parent 
I barely knew, or never even met.” What do we really know about children’s 
experiences when they do not grow up with their mother and father? In 
many areas we know a great deal. In some, we need to learn more.

In recent decades a powerful consensus among social scientists has 
emerged about the benefits of marriage for children. Increasing num-
bers of people realize that marriage has important benefits for children. 
What many do not realize is that there is something about the marriage 
of a child’s own mother and father that brings these benefits. For example, 
children raised in married stepparent families look more like children of 
single parents than children of married parents on many important social 
indicators.18

Some who advocate for legalized same-sex marriage claim that it will 
be good for children because the children will have two married parents. 
But the stepfamily data suggest that it may not be that simple. We do 
not know how much the poorer outcomes in stepfamilies are due to the 
history of dissolution or other unique problems facing stepfamilies, and 
how much is due to the child being raised in a home with a non–biologi-
cally related adult or parent figure. In addition, just as remarriage among 
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heterosexuals does not make a new partner the legal parent of an existing 
child brought into the union, neither would same-sex marriage make a 
new partner the legal parent of an existing child brought into the union. 
Stepparents and same-sex members of a newly married couple must peti-
tion for adoption in order to become the legal parent of a child brought 
into the union, and for adoption to occur, the parental rights of the child’s 
other legal or biological parent must be revoked if they have not been ter-
minated already.

Most stepparents are good people who do their best raising the chil-
dren in their care, but it is vital for those shaping family policy to be ac-
quainted with the large body of research showing that children raised in 
the care of non–biologically related adults are at significantly greater risk, 
in particular, of abuse. Many are not aware of the body of research show-
ing that mothers’ boyfriends and stepfathers abuse children much more 
often on average than fathers do, with children especially at risk when left 
in the care of their mothers’ boyfriends. More than seventy reputable stud-
ies document that an astonishing number — anywhere from one-third to 
one-half — of girls with divorced parents report having been molested or 
sexually abused as children, most often by their mothers’ boyfriends or 
stepfathers.19 A separate review of forty-two studies found that “the ma-
jority of children who were sexually abused .  .  . appeared to come from 
single-parent or reconstituted families.”20 Two leading researchers in the 
field conclude: “Living with a stepparent has turned out to be the most 
powerful predictor of severe child abuse risk yet.”21

The example of adoption, however, is an inspiration. When the state 
carefully screens prospective adoptive parents and these parents re-
ceive social support for their role as parents, and particularly when ad-
opted children can be raised from birth by parents who are committed 
to one another over the long haul, the outcomes for those children do 
not look much different than for those raised by their own married par-
ents and are almost certainly better than for those who were unwanted 
or are being raised in an abusive or neglectful environment. So, again, we 
see that while biology is not everything — biological parents can fail their 
children, and adoptive parents are generally highly committed and loving 
parents — from both the sciences and the voices of children we learn that 
biology does matter.

What relevance does this research have to same-sex marriage and par-
enting? By definition, the two persons in a same-sex couple cannot both 
be the biological parents of the child. The family structure most of these 
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families might most closely resemble is that of a stepfamily. Most same-
sex couples come together once children are already in the mix and seek 
to raise those children together. Others use third-party donors to conceive 
a child, a practice that until recently has not been well studied with regard 
to outcomes for children, and which will be addressed in this chapter. 
(Further, some adopt a child as a couple and, in that way, those couples 
are probably most similar to heterosexual couples who adopt a child. 
When a couple, whether heterosexual or homosexual, adopts a child to-
gether, there is a symmetrical relationship between the parents and the 
child — neither of them is a biological parent of the child — and both mem-
bers of the couple have gone through the rigorous legal process of adopt-
ing the child.)

Meanwhile, the existing research on same-sex parenting is limited, in 
part because such parenting is only recently becoming more common and 
visible, and also because the numbers will always be small in the overall 
population. In addition, much of the existing research looks at different 
kinds of questions, such as whether children raised by same-sex couples 
are more likely to be gay and lesbian themselves, or whether they identify 
with nontraditional gender roles. On other measures of child well-being, 
most of the studies find little difference between children of same-sex par-
ents and other children. But there are serious and important limitations 
with virtually all the studies so far.

One of the most thorough reviews of studies on same-sex parenting 
was prepared by the late Steven Nock, a sociologist at the University of 
Virginia. After reviewing several hundred studies, Nock concluded that 
all of them “contained at least one fatal flaw of design or execution,” and 
“not a single one of those studies was conducted according to general ac-
cepted scientific standards of research.”22 Problems and limitations that 
Nock and other reviewers have noted include the following: there are no 
nationally representative samples used in studies on same-sex parenting; 
there are limited outcome measures; the studies often rely on a mother’s 
report of her parenting rather than objective measures of the child’s well-
being; and there are virtually no long-term studies that follow children of 
same-sex parents to adulthood.

But the biggest problem by far with these studies is that the vast major-
ity compare single lesbian mothers to single heterosexual mothers — in other 
words, they compare children in one kind of fatherless family with chil-
dren in another kind of fatherless family.23 They tell us nothing about how 
these children compare with those raised by their own mother and father.
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More recent work has sought to fill this gap (some of which Fiona 
Tasker reviews in this volume),24 but it remains a challenge. The journal 
Pediatrics recently published a paper on the sperm donor–conceived off-
spring of lesbian mothers, which claimed to find that offspring raised by 
lesbian mothers are doing better than their peers raised in other family 
forms.25 The paper relies on a sample of “154 prospective lesbian mothers” 
who between 1986 and 1992 “volunteered for a study that was designed to 
follow planned lesbian families from the index children’s conception until 
they reached adulthood.”26 It is hard to know who volunteers for a study 
like this, and it could well be higher-functioning couples who do so.

In a review essay, Charlotte Patterson, a developmental psychologist 
at the University of Virginia and one of the most well-known scholars of 
lesbian and gay parent families, traces the progression she and her team 
followed as they constructed first convenience samples and then samples 
drawn from known populations.27 She notes the limitations in both meth-
ods. She and her team then drew upon the National Longitudinal Study of 
Adolescent Health (Add Health), a long-running, highly respected study 
that yields data sets used by scholars all over the country. Both adoles-
cents and their parents are interviewed. Of about 12,000 subjects, a sub-
sample of the parents said they were in a “marriage or marriage-like rela-
tionship” with a person of the same gender. Patterson and her colleagues 
studied their children, a total of forty-four young people, aged twelve to 
eighteen. Based on the survey responses of that sample, Patterson and 
her colleagues concluded that “the qualities of family relationships rather 
than the gender of parents’ partners were consistently related to adoles-
cent outcomes.” But with only forty-four adolescents, and limited to the 
kinds of measures that the Add Health study designers used, it is fair to 
say that the jury is still out on how children of lesbian and gay parents 
fare.

A New Study of Young Adults Conceived Through Sperm Donation
Meanwhile, with my colleagues Norval Glenn28 of the University of Texas 
at Austin and Karen Clark, an author and donor-conceived person, we 
recently completed a study of young adults conceived through sperm 
donation, some of whom were conceived by women in couples. The sur-
vey research firm Abt SRBI of New York City fielded our survey through a 
web-based panel that includes more than a million households across the 
United States. Through this method we assembled a representative sam-
ple of 485 adults between the ages of eighteen and forty-five years who 
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said their mother used a sperm donor to conceive them. We also assem-
bled comparison groups of 562 young adults who were adopted as infants 
and 563 young adults who were raised by their biological parents.29

We learned that, on average, young adults conceived through sperm do-
nation are hurting more, are more confused, and feel more isolated from 
their families. They fare worse than their peers raised by biological parents 
on important outcomes such as depression, delinquency, and substance 
abuse. Nearly two-thirds agree with the statement “My sperm donor is 
half of who I am.” Nearly half are disturbed that money was involved in 
their conception. More than half say that when they see someone who 
resembles them, they wonder if they are related. Almost as many say they 
have feared being attracted to or having sexual relations with someone to 
whom they are unknowingly related. Approximately two-thirds affirm the 
right of donor offspring to know the truth about their origins. And about 
half of donor offspring have concerns about or serious objections to donor 
conception itself, even when parents tell their children the truth.

Our sample of sperm donor offspring included 262 conceived to het-
erosexual married parents, 113 conceived to single mothers, and 39 con-
ceived to lesbian couples. There appeared to be similarities and differences 
among these three subgroups.30 All three groups of donor offspring appear 
fairly similar in a number of their attitudes and experiences. For example, 
they are all about equally likely to agree that they feel confused about who 
is a member of their family and who is not, that they fear being attracted 
to or having sexual relations with someone they are unknowingly related 
to, that they worry their mother might have lied to them about important 
matters, that they have worried about hurting their mother’s or others’ 
feelings if they tried to seek out their sperm donor biological father, and 
more.31

At the same time, there appear to be notable differences among donor 
offspring born to heterosexual married couples, single mothers, and les-
bian couples. Overall, donor-conceived persons born to single mothers 
seem to be somewhat more curious about their absent biological father, 
and seem to be hurting somewhat more, than those born to couples, 
whether those couples were heterosexual or lesbian. Donor offspring born 
to single mothers are more likely than the other two groups to agree with 
the statement “I find myself wondering what my sperm donor’s family 
is like.” Most (78 percent) born to single mothers agree, compared with 
two-thirds of those born to lesbian couples or married heterosexual par-
ents. With regard to the statement “My sperm donor is half of who I am,” 
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71 percent of those born to single mothers agree, compared with 46 per-
cent born to lesbian couples and 65 percent born to married heterosexual 
parents.

Regarding family transitions, the single mothers by choice appear to 
have a higher number of transitions, although if the single mother mar-
ried or moved in with someone, that would count as at least one transi-
tion. Still, with about half (49 percent) of the offspring of single mothers 
by choice in our sample reporting one or more family transitions between 
their birth and age sixteen, it is clear that family change was not uncom-
mon for them.32

Regarding troubling outcomes, even with controls, the offspring of sin-
gle mothers who used a sperm donor to conceive are almost 2.5 times as 
likely as those raised by biological parents to report problems with the law 
before age twenty-five. Similarly, even with controls, the offspring of single 
mothers who used a sperm donor to conceive are more than 2.5 times as 
likely as those raised by biological parents to report struggling with sub-
stance abuse.33

Meanwhile, compared with those born to single mothers or heterosex-
ual couples, those born to lesbian couples seem overall to be somewhat 
less curious about their absent biological father and somewhat less likely 
to report that they are hurting. However, substantial minorities of those 
born to lesbian couples still do report distressing experiences and out-
comes, for example, agreeing that the circumstances of their conception 
bother them, that it makes them sad to see friends with biological fathers 
and mothers, and that it bothers them that money was exchanged in their 
conception. Nearly half (46 percent) of the donor offspring born to les-
bian couples in our study agree their sperm donor is half of who they are, 
and more than half (59 percent) say they sometimes wonder if their sperm 
donor’s family would want to know them. Finally, one-third of donor off-
spring born to lesbian couples in our study agree it is wrong deliberately 
to conceive a fatherless child.34

Regarding family transitions, the donor-conceived children born 
to lesbian mothers appear only slightly less likely to have had one or 
more family transitions before age sixteen, compared with the donor-
conceived children born to heterosexual married parents.35 Regarding 
troubling outcomes, even with controls, the offspring of lesbian couples 
who used a sperm donor to conceive appear more than twice as likely 
as those raised by their biological parents to report struggling with sub-
stance abuse.36
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Responding to Carbone and Cahn
In their contribution to this volume, legal scholars June Carbone and 
Naomi Cahn propose an “alternative model” of “responsible parenthood” 
that “promotes autonomy not as license but as the acceptance of respon-
sibility.”37 They argue that marriage “follows from the right investments — it 
does not produce them.” As an example, they say that “single parenthood 
at thirty is a different matter than at seventeen.” With regard to persons 
who use reproductive technologies to achieve pregnancies, they say that, 
“given the cost and difficulty of assisted reproduction,” such persons “tend 
to be older, more mature, and more financially independent than those 
who become accidentally pregnant.”38

At least two responses come to mind. First, it is a simple fact that 
most childbearing still happens among women in their twenties, and the 
growth in unwed childbearing is happening among women in that age 
bracket. Second, it is not clear to me what evidence Carbone and Cahn 
use to support their argument that people who use reproductive technol-
ogies to achieve pregnancies are more mature or independent than others 
who get pregnant, nor why a single mother at age thirty might be a better 
single mother than one who is, say, twenty-seven, or twenty-three. I will 
explain each of my concerns.

First, with respect to twenty-something women, Carbone and Cahn 
highlight that teen births are a bad idea. America has gotten that message. 
Until recently, teen pregnancies had been on the decline for well over a 
decade, and the year 2010 appeared again to show a substantial drop in 
teen pregnancies. Yet the alternative to teen pregnancies that they sug-
gest seems to depend upon women waiting until they are about thirty to 
have children. Perhaps that is a wise choice for some, and it is certainly 
what most of us who are professional or academic women have tended to 
do. But it is not what the rest of America is doing. The bulk of U.S. births 
continue to be to women in their twenties, and the growth in unwed 
pregnancies is happening primarily among women in their twenties, not 
teenagers.

I think this fact is unlikely to change. Puberty occurs at ever-younger 
ages. The tide of sexual desire begins to rise in the teenage years — earlier 
for some than for others, but for most it is a real presence by the late teen-
age years at the latest. In their late teens or twenties, most young people 
fall in love with someone of the opposite sex. They feel a deep drive to 
bond with that person. When you’re a woman in your twenties and you’re 
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in love, it’s neither unusual nor crazy to want to have a baby. This makes 
sense because, as we know, women’s fertility crests in their early twenties, 
peaking around their midtwenties, and starts to decline a bit after that. 
By thirty, it can begin a precipitous decline. Thus, women in their twen-
ties are experiencing a kind of perfect storm of fertility, desire, high energy, 
and, frankly, attractiveness. Compared with this huge tide of heterosexual 
longing and love that is surging among young people in their twenties, 
I am not sure if the technocratic interventions of the kind Carbone and 
Cahn suggest (mainly, widespread contraception with legal abortion as a 
backup plan, along with a strong social message that young people should 
aim to be mature and responsible before they have children) are going to 
make much difference except around the margins. The majority of women 
probably will not faithfully contracept and abort until they are thirty and 
have their first child only then. They probably won’t do it because they 
don’t want to do it. Their bodies and minds and the whole tide of human 
history are telling them to fall in love and have babies. Some of them who 
are paying attention have also learned, correctly, how sharply female fer-
tility drops off after age thirty, and how emotionally and physically diffi-
cult, and too often ultimately fruitless, the fertility treatment route can be. 
Carbone and Cahn argue that today’s economy no longer supports “early” 
parenthood, but it does not appear that women in their twenties are 
checking the stock market before becoming pregnant. Therefore, we could 
better focus our energy on what we, their elders, would like to say to them 
about how they ought to have and raise the children that so many of them 
are having and will likely continue to have in their twenties.

Second, it is not clear to me what evidence Carbone and Cahn use to 
support their argument that people who use reproductive technologies to 
achieve pregnancies are more mature or independent than others who get 
pregnant, nor why a single mother at age thirty might be a better single 
mother than one who is, say, twenty-seven, or twenty-three. They write: 
“The corollary to delayed childbearing is support for the choices that 
come with emotional maturity and financial independence. Responsible 
adults are more likely to act in their children’s interests.” For this state-
ment they offer a single citation, to a published lecture by sociologist 
Sara McLanahan.39 As someone who has observed and studied the field 
of reproductive technology for the last five years, I think the jury is still 
out on this question. Anecdotally, I have observed plenty of single moth-
ers and same-sex couples using sperm donors to get pregnant who do not 
appear to be particularly mature or responsible. If the woman herself is 
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not infertile, the financial bar is not high for getting pregnant this way. 
The necessary vials of sperm and clinic visits total in the few thousand 
dollars. Same-sex couples and single women can make unwise, immature 
choices about using these technologies just as heterosexual persons and 
couples can make unwise choices about getting pregnant or keeping a 
pregnancy. There is nothing magical about choosing to get pregnant via 
a sperm donor rather than through sex with a man that signals “financial 
and emotional” maturity in a woman, nor are women who get pregnant 
this way necessarily waiting until their thirties to do so. (In fact, because 
sperm donor pregnancies are not tracked, we really have no idea who is 
getting pregnant this way, or how many, or how old they are when they are 
doing it.)

What should we, the elders, say to these young people having babies in 
their twenties? How about if we tell them that the best gift they can give 
their baby is their baby’s father and mother, the two people who are most 
likely to be around and stick around if they are married to one another?

Can Greater Integration Be Achieved? (Can the Toothpaste Go  
Back in the Tube?)
In conclusion, I believe that greater integration between the needs and 
desires of men, women, and the children that their unions produce is de-
sirable and achievable. Thus, my answer is yes. The toothpaste can go back 
in the tube, or, at least, it can go in that direction. Currently, about 60 per-
cent of U.S. children are living on any one day with their own, two-married 
parents. Divorce rates seem to be declining. As of 2006, teen pregnancy 
had declined dramatically over a decade, and it appeared to drop again 
in 2010. Marital happiness, after declining for decades, has stabilized and 
may be improving. And as of 2006, the proportion of black children living 
in married-couple homes had risen modestly since 1995. Overall, the pro-
portion of all U.S. children living in married-couple homes has stabilized 
and might be slightly increasing.

While challenges remain — most notably, the U.S. rate of out-of-wed-
lock childbearing continues to rise sharply — the recent good news shows 
that there is nothing inevitable about the decline of marriage.

Should Greater Integration Be Sought? (Should We Try to Put the 
Toothpaste Back in the Tube?)
At the start of this chapter, I listed six good developments that, I argue, 
arise from recent family change. To address the second question, Should 
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greater integration be sought?, it seems wise to revisit that list and con-
sider whether any of these good outcomes of family change might be 
compromised by seeking to renew a stronger marriage culture, one that 
resists trends that disintegrate marriage and parenthood. 

•	 Much greater professional, educational, and leadership opportunities 
for women and girls.

In an earlier era, marriage and especially lack of control over reproduc-
tion, coupled with other social attitudes, did conspire to limit women’s 
educational and professional opportunities and opportunities to hold 
leadership positions in society. Today, however, women who wish to can 
have much greater control over reproduction, including whether to have 
children, when, and how many. Meanwhile, social and economic changes 
have increased pressures on families to have both parents in the work-
place. Women now outnumber men on college campuses and increas-
ingly are the majority in at least some areas of formerly male-dominated 
professions, such as family medicine. Definitely, disparities persist, “glass 
ceilings” remain, and women on average still do more of the housework. 
But a woman today who wants to have children will be, on average, much 
better served by being married. By now it is clear that a declining mar-
riage culture has introduced a feminization of poverty and parenting. A 
woman bearing and raising young children faces unique economic, social, 
and sometimes physical vulnerabilities that are powerfully offset by being 
in at least a “good enough” marriage.

•	 Greater emotional involvement by fathers who live with their chil-
dren, compared with  earlier generations of fathers.

Fathers are much more likely to live with their children if they are married 
to their child’s mother.40 Thus renewing a marriage culture can only help 
to increase the proportion of children who are living with loving, emotion-
ally involved fathers.

•	 Greatly reduced tolerance for domestic violence.

Domestic violence was the secret shame of an earlier era’s attitude that 
marriage is for life. Liberalized divorce laws have grown alongside greater 
social embrace of the idea that abused spouses should be free to leave 
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their marriages and should have state and social resources available to 
help them do so. There is still more to be done. It can still be far too dif-
ficult for a woman to leave an abusive marriage, and the time when she 
does leave can be when she faces the most risk. Sadly, too, especially at the 
national level, those who embrace a renewed marriage culture have too 
often not engaged with those who advocate against domestic violence (al-
though these conversations and partnerships, I believe, do happen more 
often at the grassroots level).

In the meantime, some basic assumptions must be challenged. Many 
people believe that divorce is necessary because it ends violent or danger-
ous marriages. In fact, research shows that about two-thirds of divorces 
end low-conflict marriages. Only about one-third of divorces end high-
conflict marriages characterized by “abuse or very serious and frequent 
quarrelling.”41 Further, as noted in this chapter, fathers are far less likely 
to abuse their children than are stepfathers or boyfriends. Mothers’ boy-
friends, in particular, on average present a far higher, serious physical risk 
to children. Women, too, on average are safer in marriages than in infor-
mal, living-together relationships.

Divorce is sometimes necessary. But the idea that many marriages 
ending in divorce are characterized by dangerous levels of conflict is 
a myth. Similarly, when one considers the data on who is most likely to 
abuse whom, the idea that deinstitutionalizing marriage will somehow 
make women and children safer is also a myth.

•	 Greater acceptance of racial/ethnic diversity within families through 
marriage and adoption.

There is no reason to think that supporting greater integration — that is, 
supporting the normative importance of marriage in integrating mother-
child, father-child, and male-female sexual bonds — would undo or roll 
back important gains in acceptance for racial and ethnic diversity within 
couples and families.

•	 Growing acceptance of gay and lesbian persons within their fami-
lies of origin and reduced stigma in society toward gay and lesbian 
persons.

Advocates for same-sex marriage say one important reason same-sex 
marriage must be legalized is that it will help reduce social stigma against 
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gay and lesbian persons. Perhaps they are correct that a wider social em-
brace of same-sex marriage (legally enforced at first, and gradually more 
broadly accepted in the culture as time goes by) would lead to more per-
sons saying there is nothing wrong with being gay.

Because I am concerned about the security and well-being of gay and 
lesbian persons, and because I realize these persons and couples are and 
will continue to be raising children, I do support legal and social recogni-
tion and protection of their families in areas including jobs, housing, ac-
cess to health care and other forms of public and private insurance, and 
the like. I also support adoption rights for gay and lesbian couples, and 
protections for gay and lesbian persons not to lose custody of their chil-
dren because of their sexual orientation. But when it comes to marriage, 
I think we have not yet had a real debate in the United States about how 
redefining marriage requires a redefinition of parenthood, one that could 
harm many more children than it might help. Nor have we rigorously stud-
ied how children raised by gays and lesbians fare. We need to try to under-
stand what, if any, suffering these children might experience based upon 
antigay stigma against their parents, and what if any suffering they might 
experience because their father or mother is absent from their daily lives.

•	 More openness about and help for addiction, mental illness, history 
of sexual abuse, and other traumas that can devastate individuals 
and families.

There is no reason to think that supporting greater integration would, at 
this point, undo or roll back important gains made in identifying and pro-
viding help for persons and families afflicted by addictions, mental illness, 
history of sexual abuse, or other similar traumas.

Conclusion
Based on the evidence and arguments I have shared in this chapter, I would 
argue that greater integration between the needs and desires of women, 
men, and the children their unions produce can and should be achieved. 
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The Other Side of the Demographic Revolution

Social Policy and Responsible Parenthood

June Carbone and Naomi Cahn 

At the core of the family values debate is a central irony. In the more lib-
eral (and “blue”) regions of the United States where public institutions 
make little effort to preach traditional sexual values, the traditional two-
parent marital family is alive and well. Teen birthrates have dropped dra-
matically, divorce rates have fallen, and children enjoy greater material 
and emotional resources than they did in earlier eras. 

In contrast, the “redder” parts of the country that most loudly proclaim 
the importance of family values and insist on the need to reinforce the 
commitment to marriage are experiencing a profound sense of moral 
crisis. These families continue to have much higher teen birthrates, con-
tinually rising divorce rates, and worsening circumstances for the next 
generation.

We believe that the contrast between the two systems is not acciden-
tal. Underlying the different approaches to family structure are wholesale 
changes in the economy and the relationship between work and family. 
The new information economy rewards education and investment in 
the market potential of both men and women. Realizing the benefits of 
that investment, however, delays readiness for family life into the middle 
to late twenties, if not later. At the same time, the era of globalized com-
petition has largely eliminated the male premium that made a husband’s 
earning capacity indispensable to family life and the relatively high-paying 
jobs for the unskilled that sustained young couples of a different era. The 
secret to the stable families in more successful communities? Embrace 
change. This new “blue” model, which we dub the responsible parent-
hood model, depends on a set of critical principles: Emphasize education 
for both men and women. Postpone childbearing until the adults have 
reached a measure of financial independence and emotional maturity. 
Adopt more flexible attitudes toward gender: with a decline in job stabil-
ity, fathers and mothers need to be able to trade off family responsibilities 
and employment. Respect the life and reproductive choices of the mature 
and the independent; single parenthood at thirty is a different matter than 
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at seventeen. The more troublesome consequences of the new system 
become ones of management: later childbearing inevitably means lower 
overall fertility (for better or ill) and longer high-fertility periods when 
pregnancy is unwelcome. And failure requires redoubling the effort: the 
solution to an improvident birth is not a shaky marriage but greater in-
vestment in the mother’s workforce potential, the child’s education, and 
avoidance of the second birth in close proximity to the first.

This new model has been most thoroughly embraced by the college-
educated middle class, and it has increasingly become the foundation for 
assistance to struggling families in the more liberal and Democratic re-
gions of the country. The more Republican and traditionalist heartland, 
however, has emphasized promoting marriage. These efforts treat mar-
riage as a matter of will and have focused most systematically on fighting 
abortion and containing sexuality without addressing the underlying eco-
nomic and gender issues driving marriage and divorce rates. Yet, the shot-
gun marriage, which provided the stopgap for youthful indiscretions of 
old, does not work in the new economy: men are unlikely to earn enough 
to support a family and, indeed, have been harder hit by the recession,1 
and women have greater ability to walk out in the face of infidelity, insen-
sitivity, or violence — factors that increase with financial stress. Almost all 
of the proposals associated with the integrative model will fail to bolster 
the traditional family if the net result is to increase the number of chil-
dren born to parents who are not prepared to care for them. Those who 
would place greater emphasis on marriage fail to ask the hard questions 
of whether their proposed exhortation can actually produce more stable 
relationships in a more unequal economy that writes off a high propor-
tion of men as effectively unmarriageable because of high rates of chronic 
unemployment, imprisonment, violence, mental illness, and substance 
abuse.

We suggest, therefore, that while societal changes have sparked pro-
found disagreement between those who would continue to privilege two-
parent biological, marital families (the integrative model) and those of us 
who seek responsible parenthood irrespective of family form (the respon-
sible parenthood model), our disagreement is less about the ideal and 
more about the means for achieving healthy families. Even in an era of 
family change, almost 60 percent of today’s children live with their mar-
ried biological parents, and another 10 percent live in two-parent families 
with their adoptive parents, remarried parents, or nonmarital cohabit-
ing parents.2 The question of why more people do not create two-parent 
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married families — and why American marriages and cohabitations are 
more likely to dissolve than those abroad — involves the issue of what hap-
pens when ideals meet reality. Most adults would choose a stable, com-
mitted, two-parent arrangement over the alternatives if they could suc-
ceed in making it work; in this chapter we focus on the alternatives for a 
world in which marriage either must be carefully chosen or is likely to fail.

This chapter, first, explains why emphasis on marriage as an end in it-
self is misguided. Second, it argues for a focus on better child outcomes; 
we live in a society that cannot make marriage universal without bringing 
back the subordination of women. Finally, we consider the policies that 
best support responsible parenthood, focusing on efforts that discourage 
early birth, provide support for families in the workplace, foster indepen-
dence for single mothers, and encourage caretaking through custody rules 
at family dissolution that recognize function rather than biology.

Fundamentally, however, the changing landscape for American fami-
lies starts with the economy. What once made marriage close to universal 
was socialization into a system that provided jobs that paid a family wage, 
did so only for men, and simultaneously restricted women’s economic and 
reproductive autonomy. Today, the college-educated middle class has suc-
cessfully combined women’s independence with family stability while the 
changing economy is effectively destroying the pathways of upward mo-
bility for the working class. Debates about parenthood and family forms 
too often examine the family in isolation. Until the study of the family is 
reintegrated into a larger discussion of social and economic forces, true 
understanding of the changing nature of family structure is impossible.

The Landscape for Responsible Parenthood
This book’s examination of parenthood proposes, as an orienting frame-
work, a disagreement between two ideals: one based on promotion 
of marriage as the most effective locus for child rearing (the integrative 
model) and the second embracing a variety of family forms as equally 
valid ways to conduct family life (the diversity model). In this chapter, we 
argue that the real conflict is less the ideal than the means of getting there. 
Most adults, all other things being equal, can and do choose a committed, 
two-parent household as the preferred way to manage child rearing and, 
indeed, the majority of couples still undertake child rearing within such 
unions.

Instead, the true differences concern which unions deserve support 
and what fallback actions to accept. The model of marriage that arose in 
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northwestern Europe combined two notions: the restriction of childbear-
ing to marriage and the restriction of marriage to financially independent 
adults. In the era following World War II, a prosperous economy made it 
possible for most adults to be financially independent with a single male 
breadwinner. In that era, the shotgun marriage reached highs last seen in 
1800 (with 30 percent of brides giving birth within 8.5 months of the nup-
tials), the average age of marriage fell to twenty for women and twenty-
two for men, the youngest ages in a century, fertility rates rose dramati-
cally, and class differences in income and family structure fell.3

Since then, the high-paying manufacturing jobs for unskilled men that 
made these marriages viable have disappeared. At the same time, wom-
en’s educational achievement has outpaced men’s, and women’s economic 
opportunities have dramatically expanded. Successful middle-class fami-
lies today overwhelmingly depend on two incomes and a re-creation of 
family roles. More traditional working-class families may have difficulty 
securing a single stable income and face greater difficulties in renegotiat-
ing appropriate roles. Given greater women’s independence and changing 
economic realities, a large part of the change in family structure proceeds 
from the clash between men’s and women’s expectations about family life.

Why We Can’t Get There from Here
The integrative model rests on the notion that lifelong marriage between 
two heterosexuals constitutes the optimum place for child rearing. One 
branch of this ideal — championed by the Christian right, traditionalists in 
many faiths, and the consensus model of the last century — celebrates the 
unity of sex, marriage, and procreation. This branch has historically united 
the stigmatization of nonmarital sexuality (according a scarlet letter for 
nonmarital births and denying “illegitimate” children access to support, 
condemning adultery, and denouncing homosexuality and encouraging 
gays and lesbians to enter heterosexual unions if they wish to produce) 
with celebration of marriage as the institution designed for reproduction. 
A second branch, to which many integrationists subscribe, would leave 
sexuality as a matter of private choice but still see a traditional heterosex-
ual marriage as the only appropriate setting for childbearing. The tension 
between these two branches is not so much the ideal — both agree that life-
long, heterosexual unions are the best places for child rearing — but how to 
get there. Adherents to the first branch respond that marriage can achieve 
universality as the locus for child rearing only if sexual access is limited to 
marriage and remains the reward for forgoing carnal temptation.4
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We suspect that critics are right that stigmatization of nonmarital sex-
uality and celebration of heterosexual marriage as the ideal locus for child 
rearing are inextricably linked for two reasons. The first is political. While 
both religious and secular justifications exist for the emphasis on mar-
riage, the religious justifications all emphasize marriage as the dividing 
line between acceptable and sinful sex, and religious groups are an indis-
pensable part of the coalition promoting marriage as an essential institu-
tion.5 Accordingly, they tend to dominate the political debate and to insist 
on measures that also restrict access to abortion and contraception. The 
second reason is instrumental: adherents argue that religious understand-
ings promote marital stability, that sex needs to be the reward that lures 
men into marriage and keeps them there, and/or that the unacceptability 
of child rearing outside of marriage depends on the unacceptability of the 
sexual activity that stigmatizes the pregnancy. Without these measures, it 
is hard to channel childbearing into marital unions.

Adherence to these arguments has consequences. The areas of the 
country most committed to traditional marital and moral ideals have the 
highest teen birthrates, and the lowest average ages of marriage, and it 
is these youthful beginnings to family that we believe pose the real ob-
stacle to healthier family life. Our alternative model, of blue families and 
responsible parenthood, promotes autonomy not as license but as the ac-
ceptance of responsibility. We accordingly turn to an examination of what 
works — and what doesn’t — in promoting family stability.

The Demographics of Family Instability 
Age, Class, Divorce, and Responsible Parenthood 
Underlying the statistics on greater family instability is a more complex 
story of class and regional division. We agree with Elizabeth Marquardt (in 
this volume) that the story of family dissolution is one of emerging class 
divisions, and the results increase class divisions and societal inequality.6 
As Princeton University sociologist Sara McLanahan explains, for those 
who have embraced the new pathways to middle-class success, life is rosy. 
Their secret: an increase in the average age of women with children under 
the age of five from twenty-six to thirty-two, and with that increase in the 
age of reproduction, a greater tendency for the successful to marry the 
similarly successful.7

Accompanying these improvements in family stability is more time 
and money spent on children. McLanahan argues that the single big-
gest difference in the family formation patterns of the well-off is delay in 
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childbearing, with the age of mothers of young children in the top group 
rising by five years, compared with two years for the middle group, and 
hardly at all for the bottom quartile.8

What does the age of family formation have to do with family life? The 
interactions are almost certainly multidirectional. First, the age of child-
bearing itself reflects education. Women who complete graduate school 
are likely to begin childbearing later than high school dropouts.9 Second, 
later age of marriage correlates with lower divorce risk. Teen marriages 
have always been risky, and almost all studies find that the increase in ma-
turity from the teen years to the early twenties promotes more stable rela-
tionships.10 Earlier studies, however, found that the effect waned after the 
early twenties.11 In 2009, Paul Amato showed a dramatic change. Looking 
at measures of divorce proneness rather than divorce rates, Amato’s re-
search indicated that in 1980, marital stability increased with an increase 
in the age of marriage from the teens into the twenties, but the advan-
tages of age leveled off after the early twenties.12 In 2000, however, every 
increase in the age of marriage produced a decline in divorce proneness 
through the late thirties.13 The increase in the age of marriage, which in the 
1990s rose substantially for college graduates but not for anyone else, ap-
pears to play a much more important role in marital stability today.

Economist Stéphane Mechoulan’s research provides some insight into 
reasons for the change. He compared marriage and divorce rates in dif-
ferent states and found that divorce rates were the same across differ-
ent legal regimes, whether or not the regimes permitted consideration of 
fault.14 He suggested, however, that states that made divorce easier also 
tended to produce later ages of marriage, and that age was a protective 
factor in marital stability. Using regression analyses to tease out the effects 
of different factors, Mechoulan found that age of marriage had a small 
but statistically significant effect on the likelihood of divorce. The much 
bigger effect was the impact of selection effects. Today, college graduates 
have become more likely to marry other college graduates, and later age of 
marriage also provides greater certainty — it is easier to determine who is 
going to be successful at twenty-nine than at twenty-one.15 The economist 
summarized these as “search costs”: with greater marital fragility, engag-
ing in a more extensive search for the right mate appears to pay off, but it 
lengthens the time spent searching.16

Amato and colleagues explained why it pays off. In a thorough study of 
family relationships, they found that several things had changed by 2009 
that were likely to affect the class-based nature of marital stability. First, 
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the effect of financial stress had increased. Their data from 1980 found 
that those experiencing financial distress were more divorce-prone than 
those who did not experience financial distress. No surprise there. By 
2000, however, those experiencing financial distress reported twice the di-
vorce risk of those who were financially stressed in 1980. At the same time, 
those who were not financially stressed had become even less divorce-
prone. Moreover, by 1980, almost all of those marrying in their twenties 
reported financial distress, increasing the disadvantages of early marriage 
in comparison with other eras.17

Second, Amato and colleagues discovered that one of the factors that 
exacerbated the relationship between financial distress and divorce was 
women’s employment.18 For higher-income families, there were two pat-
terns that produced stable relationships. The first involved a traditional, 
breadwinning husband and a wife who worked outside the home part-
time or not at all. The second involved dual-earner couples, both com-
mitted to their jobs. These couples spent relatively little time together 
but reported little conflict.19 In contrast, among the least happy couples 
were those where the wife preferred to work outside the home part-time 
or not at all but needed to work full-time because the family needed the 
income.20 The study also found the following:

Dual-earner arrangements are linked with positive marital qual-
ity among middle-class couples and with negative marital quality 
among working-class couples. Although the additional income pro-
vided by working-class wives helps . . . their families, these financial 
benefits come with a steep price in the form of greater marital ten-
sion, low job satisfaction, and a desire . . . to decrease their hours of 
employment or return to . . . homemaking.21

Amato and colleagues observed that these differences explain one of 
the great mysteries in studies of marital quality. Between 1980 and 2000, 
the average levels of marital happiness seemed to stay about the same de-
spite the smaller number of people who married. In fact, Amato explains 
that the averages are misleading. During that period, the number of both 
stable and unstable marriages increased while the middle diminished. 
Two-career couples reported spending less time together, with less con-
flict, fewer problems, and greater stability. At the same time, the num-
ber of unhappy couples also increased.22 At least part of the reason was 
the mismatch in gender expectations and roles. Both those who wanted 
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traditional marriages and those who wanted dual-employment marriages 
were doing well if their relationships lived up to their expectations.23 Less-
educated women, however, were more likely both to prefer a traditional 
division of family responsibilities and to be married to men who did not 
earn a family wage.24

These findings suggest that this mismatch is at least part of the ex-
planation of the divergent rates of marital happiness that emerged in the 
nineties. During the period between 1980 and 2007, college graduates were 
the only men whose earnings increased in real dollar terms.25 Families far-
ther down the socioeconomic ladder lost ground. Men’s wages stagnated 
at best, employment instability increased, adding to family stress, and 
women’s earnings changed from a boon to the foundation of many fami-
lies’ well-being.26 The result may affect not only the economic well-being 
of their families but also the terms on which men and women understand 
their relationships.27

Age, Family Instability, and Marriage Promotion
The erosion of blue-collar men’s income and the increasing divorce rates 
may further affect the likelihood of marriage. Among the  least educated 
Americans between the ages of twenty-five and forty-four, more than half 
(53 percent) believe that “‘marriage has not worked out for most people 
[they] know,’” compared with 17 percent of those who are highly edu-
cated.28 Statistics on nonmarital births, which have increased markedly 
for everyone but white college graduates, bear out the impressions. For 
the country as a whole, the figures now reach 40 percent, but they vary. 
A startling 96 percent of the births to African Americans without a high 
school degree are nonmarital, in comparison with 2 percent of the births 
to white college graduates; the latter figure has barely changed over the 
last thirty years.29

Perhaps the most common explanation for the increase in nonmarital 
births to poor women involves the idea that Sara McLanahan and Chris-
tine Percheski refer to as a “marriage bar,” defined as “the standard of liv-
ing a couple is expected to obtain before they marry.”30 The idea is that 
the marriage bar is not an absolute standard — the minimum necessary to 
maintain a household — but a relative standard that ties marriage to the 
ability to maintain “a certain standard of living, which includes a house, a 
car, and stable employment.”31

This analysis, however, though it has empirical support tying the level 
of marriage to greater income equality among males, is not convincing in 
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itself as an explanation of why lower-income women are willing to have 
children. Amy Wax, by contrast, ties the decline of marriage to standards 
of behavior rather than standards of income.32 With their greater eco-
nomic independence, women have become less willing to put up with 
abusive, unfaithful, and unreliable men. Sociologists, however, turn the 
question around, asking whether growing unemployment does not in 
turn affect standards of behavior.33 The breadwinner role continues to de-
fine male success, and the loss of both status and income that comes with 
lesser employment may cause many men “to be deemed as failures by so-
ciety, themselves, and their partners.”34 Indeed, Newsweek reports that the 
American Time Use Survey shows that “laid-off men tend to do less — not 
more — housework, eating up their extra hours snacking, sleeping and 
channel surfing (which might be why the Cartoon Network, whose au-
dience has grown by 10 percent during the downturn, is now running 
more ads for refrigerator repair school).”35 According to the same study, 
unemployed women spend twice as much time taking care of children 
and doing chores as do men. Unemployed men rank right behind alco-
holics and drug addicts as the group most likely to assault their female 
partners.36 Moreover, as a larger percentage of the potential marriage pool 
become unmarriageable because of chronic unemployment, substance 
abuse, or incarceration, the remaining men acquire greater ability to play 
the field. Many studies find that whether considering the African Ameri-
can middle class,37 the urban poor,38 or cross-cultural comparisons, the 
greater the ratio of marriageable women to marriageable men, the lower 
the overall marriage rates in the region.39

Today’s economy effectively serves to write off a high percentage of 
men as unmarriageable due to chronic unemployment, high rates of 
imprisonment, and increasing rates of mental illness and substance 
abuse in poor communities — rates that disproportionately affect men 
rather than women and the poor and working class rather than college 
graduates.40 At the same time, working-class men have consistently lost 
ground both to the college-educated middle class and to the women in 
their communities. Working-class family patterns increasingly resemble 
those of the poor, with marriage rates declining with the loss of good jobs 
for the men. The result affects both divorce and nonmarital birthrates. 
To prescribe marriage as the solution — even if in fact children would be 
better off if their parents stayed together — begs the question of how to 
encourage marriage in an era of economic decline and increasing class 
differences.
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What Policies?
Given the changes we have described, there are only two effective ways 
to increase stable two-parent unions: improve male economic prospects 
or increase women’s subordination to men. If we were philosopher-kings, 
we would propose redirecting the emphasis on family to an emphasis on 
jobs, and we predict that marriage rates would rise. Sadly, however, we 
view that outcome as politically improbable. That leaves two alternatives. 
The first is purportedly pro-marriage policies that in fact promote wom-
en’s subordination by punishing their sexuality.41 This has been the subtext 
of efforts to outlaw abortion, restrict access to contraception, and extend 
parental rights on the basis of biology alone. The second is greater invest-
ment in the well-being of prospective mothers and fathers, in accordance 
with a responsible parenthood model.

The new system of responsible parenthood (the “blue family” ap-
proach) focuses on the parent-child tie rather than adult unions. It seeks 
to secure reproductive and workplace autonomy and reward the accep-
tance of responsibility. Rather than ask what is the ideal family, as though 
there were only one acceptable model, it asks what policies most effec-
tively empower prospective parents to make responsible choices. It ac-
cordingly requires four types of policies: first, deter early parenthood; 
second, support later parenthood; third, promote commitment between 
adults who assume parenting responsibilities; and, fourth, keep parental 
development on track in the event of a nonmarital birth or the dissolution 
of adult relationships.

Prevent Early Parenthood
The United States leads the developed world in the number of un-
planned pregnancies. For all races, unplanned pregnancies correlate 
inversely with education and income, and the disparities have grown 
worse in recent decades. In addition, race is an independent risk factor, 
even after controlling for education and income, with African American 
women having the highest rates of unplanned pregnancies.42 As con-
traceptive methods have improved in safety and efficacy, access to a 
doctor has become more important in securing the most effective meth-
ods. The most conscientious — and those most likely to avoid unwanted 
births — begin contraceptive use before they become sexually active, use 
multiple methods, and back up contraceptive failure with the morn-
ing-after pill or abortion. The failure to promote comprehensive birth 
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control use as a rite of passage into adulthood exacerbates class-based 
inequalities in family structure.

The international development literature indicates that the most effec-
tive contraceptive is support for women’s autonomy (including freedom 
from sexual coercion) and belief in a promising future. While such invest-
ment involves a broad range of measures, a critical priority is discourag-
ing early childbirth.43 In the United States, this requires a commitment to 
comprehensive sex education, contraceptive promotion and access, and 
greater willingness to acknowledge the trade-off between abortion and 
support for single parenthood.

Abstinence versus Abstinence Plus Education
Education for autonomy and delayed family formation requires prepa-
ration for making the choices that allow self-determination. Principal 
among them is the ability to manage sexuality through what may be a 
long transitional period to adulthood. In an era in which the average age 
of marriage has increased, abstinence until marriage is unrealistic as a 
majority strategy.

Abstinence programs, when mandated as the exclusive form of sex 
education in public schools, abdicate their responsibility to prepare teens 
realistically for adulthood.44 Abstinence-only education has proved inef-
fective in delaying the beginning of sexual activity,45 and it exacerbates 
class-based disadvantages as the teens from the best-educated families 
have broader sources of information than other teens. We accordingly 
recommend that states mandate abstinence-plus (comprehensive) sex 
education that stresses both abstinence and contraception.46

Systematic Provision of Contraception
Both the European and the American experience in the 1990s demon-
strate that comprehensive access to contraception reduces births, and 
that poorer and minority women show disproportionate increases in 
unplanned pregnancies when contraception becomes harder to obtain. 
Moreover, public opinion polls show that the economic downtown has 
produced both less ability to afford additional children and a shift away 
from the most effective contraceptives because of their costs.47

The U.S. Supreme Court has guaranteed access to contraception to 
married women, unmarried women, and teens.48 Yet, states routinely at-
tempt to restrict access by requiring parental notification or consent or 
defunding popular programs such as Planned Parenthood.49
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The recommendations here are straightforward: systematize con-
traceptive use by promoting accurate information, allow minors access 
without parental notification or consent, encourage low-cost or free ac-
cess for all women, and make emergency contraception available without 
restriction.

Availability of Abortion
One of the factors that has facilitated greater acceptance of nonmari-
tal childbearing is the declining availability and acceptability of abortion. 
The college-educated middle class has held the line on single parenthood 
in part because of the willingness to terminate improvident pregnan-
cies.50 While abortion rates have fallen for college graduates, they have 
done so overwhelmingly because of improvements in contraceptive 
usage; abortions remain higher as a percentage of unplanned pregnan-
cies than for any other group. Other groups have much higher abortion 
rates, but increasingly the women electing to abort are older, and they 
are doing so to prevent the birth of additional children. State restrictions 
have made abortion systematically less available to those who need it 
most, including teens,51 the poor, those in isolated rural areas,52 and those 
who because of poverty or lack of sophistication have difficulty acting 
quickly to end their pregnancies.53 These differential patterns of access 
to contraception and abortion aggravate regional, age-based, and other 
inequalities.

Support Later Childbearing
The corollary to delayed childbearing is support for the choices that come 
with emotional maturity and financial independence. Responsible adults 
are more likely to act in their children’s interests.54 More women, however, 
are likely to have difficulty conceiving, due to fertility declining with age, 
and may choose to raise the resulting children in a wider variety of cir-
cumstances and with a wider variety of partners.

Work/Family Support? 
Despite all the benefits that come from delayed childbearing, biology and 
economics are on a collision course. The irony may be that women’s ability 
to provide for their children peaks in the early thirties after overall fertility, 
defined in terms of the ability to bear a child, has already begun to de-
cline. A second irony is that those women most in need of the income that 
comes from employment — poor and single mothers — have the greatest 
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difficulty reconciling the needs of their children with the demands of the 
workplace.

Work/family balance is accordingly critical to the newer, responsible 
parenthood model. Family support policies, such as family leave, state-
supported preschools and longer school years, and flextime, can help bal-
ance the needs of society and families. Indeed, in Europe, those countries 
that have better family leave policies are more likely to have higher fertil-
ity rates.55 Because women who defer childbearing are reacting to the dif-
ficulty of combining employment and motherhood under existing work/
family policies, this may even alleviate some of the pressure to offer better 
coverage of assisted reproductive technology.

Several states — California, Minnesota, and Washington (all blue) — have 
enacted paid family leave legislation.56 Other states should enact paid 
family leave and make it available to both men and women.

Fertility Support
Today, family formation is diverging along class lines.57 The college-edu-
cated middle class postpones childbearing until they form the right part-
nerships and secure the right financial support, but they risk being unable 
to reproduce at all if they wait too long. The working class is becoming 
more likely to give up on the search for the right mate and proceed with 
childbearing without waiting for marriage.58 For those who wait, support 
for reproduction is appropriate.59

Given the cost and difficulty of assisted reproduction, those who 
use it tend to be older, more mature, and more financially indepen-
dent than those who become accidentally pregnant.60 Moreover, just 
as limits on the reproductive rights of the excessively fertile are deeply 
offensive to our society morally and constitutionally, so too would be 
limits on access to assisted reproduction. The other half of discourag-
ing premature (and unplanned) reproduction is providing greater as-
sistance to those experiencing difficulties with reproduction. It is, of 
course, possible that some of those who will seek access to assisted 
reproduction will be less than ideal parents, just as many of those who 
become accidentally pregnant are less than ideal parents. We argue, in-
stead, that creating an ethic that discourages early childbirth requires 
greater support for reproduction as fertility may be waning — and we 
confidently predict that the support for the resulting children will 
be greater than in a system that encourages birth of the children at 
younger ages.61
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We would like to see greater equity in access to fertility services in the 
context of comprehensive health care reform that also provides more 
treatment for the diseases that contribute to infertility. We also support 
the development of guidelines for safe practices, testing, counseling, and 
considerations related to age or physical condition in accordance with the 
type of approach used for other medical treatments.

Support Commitment
Adult commitment has traditionally taken the form of marriage between a 
man and a woman. Women’s economic dependence together with the so-
cietal stigma against divorce and nonmarital childbearing have been im-
portant components of marital stability in years past. The same coercion 
does not exist once women obtain the ability to leave abusive, alcoholic, 
or simply immature or inattentive mates. Reengineering commitment re-
quires reconsidering what keeps couples together.

In the clash between traditionalists, who continue to insist on mar-
riage because it is right, and modernists, who long for increased stabil-
ity without reviving male domination, same-sex marriage has become a 
flash point for the differences between the two systems. For traditional-
ists, same-sex marriage is often associated with license. In the integrative 
system, heterosexual marriage, with its identification with reproduction 
and monogamy, is the necessary precondition for childbearing. Same-
sex marriage, in contrast, suggests the ability to have sexuality on “sinful” 
terms and still enjoy the benefits of family life. Moreover, such marriages 
enable a family form in which a child — by design — will not have both a 
biological mother and a biological father; for advocates of the new model, 
on the other hand, same-sex marriage epitomizes responsible parenthood 
and is part of a needed reconsideration of the relationship between mar-
riage and child rearing.

For all couples, strategies to promote equal respect between partners, 
greater realism about parenting, more secure financial foundations for 
family life, and greater recognition of the importance of preparation and 
maturity will do more to ensure two-parent child rearing than any em-
phasis on institutional form alone. In the process, stigmatization of single-
parent families or nonmarital sexuality is likely to be counterproductive, 
because of both the immediate impact on the affected children and the 
association of such strategies with improvident early unions. We recom-
mend support for educational efforts that focus on the factors that pro-
mote relationship stability.
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Fallback Options and Continued Adult Development
We believe that the integrative model has historically rested on the need 
to channel improvident reproduction into institutions designed to provide 
for the resulting children. Early marriage is likely to be no longer sufficient 
to do so. Instead, whether or not young mothers marry and stay married, 
their children’s well-being depends on their parents’ continued education, 
workforce participation, and contributions to the children’s upbringing. 

Education for Welfare Parents, Investment  
in Children
Studies show that poor teens often welcome an initial pregnancy; it is 
a second birth in close proximity to the first that has the most negative 
consequences on the life chances of mother and child. The reactions to a 
teen’s initial pregnancy should accordingly focus on both parties and the 
child: the mother needs support to continue her education and prevent 
further pregnancies; the father needs counseling and education to be able 
to contribute to the new family; and the child needs health care and child-
hood education programs.62 Thus, for the mother, this must include access 
to birth control, efforts to keep her in school and provide labor force train-
ing, and the availability of affordable and high-quality child care. Ensuring 
that employment is feasible for single mothers also involves the recogni-
tion that employers of poor women cannot realistically subsidize family 
leave or health benefits on their own.63 Similar funding could also extend 
to health benefits to ensure that former welfare recipients have adequate 
access without employers assuming the full responsibility.

Two-Parent Involvement in a Relationship  
That Does Not Last
Pregnancy at young ages is more likely to produce single parenthood 
whether through nonmarital births or divorce. Nonetheless, insisting on 
contributions by both parents, even if unlikely to be sufficient, is impor-
tant in reaffirming the principle of responsibility for children. Accordingly, 
identification of the biological father and child support enforcement ef-
forts make sense. So does encouraging fathers as well as mothers to con-
tribute to child care. Indeed, studies indicate that fathers are substantially 
increasing the amount of time they spend with children.64

Conversely, the instability of early relationships (and the high correla-
tion of domestic violence with income and class) makes recognition of 
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functional parenthood that much more critical. McLanahan’s research on 
fragile families, for example, indicates that where single mothers fail to 
marry the fathers of their children and later marry someone else, the man 
they marry provides greater material and/or emotional support than the 
biological father.65 States as diverse as California,66 Louisiana,67 and Wash-
ington68 recognize the adults who have played parental roles in the child’s 
life over those who claim legal recognition on the basis of biology alone. 
Children benefit from this greater flexibility in recognizing husbands, 
stepparents, and other adults who have made a commitment to the child. 
The American Law Institute’s Principles of Family Dissolution provides ap-
propriate guidelines distinguishing parental figures who have merited 
recognition from more transitory figures.69

Conclusion: Investment and Norm Creation and Acceptance
In today’s world, investment in young adults is critical, and mature adults 
make good decisions. Freedom is not license, however, because it involves 
the internalization of norms of responsibility. And internal norms as op-
posed to external constraints come from valuing each individual. The 
“blue” model of responsible parenthood and the implications for children 
are better suited to the needs of a postindustrial economy. The tooth-
paste cannot — and should not — be put back in the tube. Ironically, it is 
the responsible parenthood/college-educated middle-class morality that 
realizes the values of the integrative approach because this group’s mar-
riages are more stable and their children are more likely to be raised in 
a two-parent household. By focusing on the well-being of mothers, good 
things follow for children. Marriage, however, follows from the right in-
vestments — it does not produce them.70
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Daniel Cere and Linda C. McClain

In this epilogue, each of us will offer some reflections on this book’s inves-
tigation of critical questions about parenthood.

Daniel Cere 
This book began as an attempt to contribute to the public conversation 
about parenthood by teasing out basic tensions in academic discourses 
and identifying unresolved questions that could orient further analysis 
and research. As it developed, participants expressed concerns that fram-
ing the conversation as a debate between two broad approaches could 
result in a narrow stereotyping of the intellectual complexity of the argu-
ments at play in interdisciplinary work on parenthood. To that end, I con-
clude by addressing some misleading critiques of both the diversity per-
spective and the integrative perspective.

Stereotypical Critiques of Diversity Accounts
Proponents of diversity advance a corrosive form of relativism. Some pro-
ponents of diversity happily endorse a thoroughgoing cultural relativism. 
However, many gravitate toward “normative pluralist” accounts of parent-
hood. Such accounts do not deny the existence of integral human goods 
in the domain of parenting and child development but argue that a diverse 
flora of parental forms can foster a variety of basic goods critical to child 
well-being and flourishing. Martha Nussbaum clearly takes a diversity ap-
proach to the family, yet her theory would require that all forms of par-
enthood contribute to promoting certain basic goods or “central human 
capabilities,” including life, bodily integrity, cognitive and psychological 
development, freedom, autonomy, and self-respect.1 Normative pluralists 
would express moral outrage at forms of parenting that involve neglect 
or abuse. Pluralist accounts are sensitive to the growing body of research 
highlighting the critical importance of strong, stable attachments and 
high parental investment for healthy child development. They stress the 
importance of responsible adulthood, including the capacity to handle the 
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daily social and financial challenges of raising children in difficult times 
and the critical value of dyadic or collaborative forms of adult bonds in 
parenting.

Diversity accounts represent the imposition of a form of comprehensive 
liberalism, namely, a state-driven project to reengineer parenthood by pen-
etrating liberal values deep into the soft-shelled texture of family life. Some 
pluralist accounts have a pronounced normative edge. Pluralists raise se-
rious moral concerns about the array of traditional forms of parenthood 
that foster patterns of gender inequalities. They frequently argue for a 
channelling of public discourse on parenthood along lines that reflect a 
commitment to core values such as freedom, equality, capacity, autonomy, 
and respect for diversity. However, pluralist accounts are not wedded to 
strong versions of comprehensive liberalism. Softer versions argue the lib-
eral state needs to exercise caution in this important domain of interper-
sonal life. Decisions relating to family matters and child rearing involve 
“the most intimate and personal choices a person may make in a lifetime, 
choices central to personal dignity and autonomy.”2 Accordingly, the state 
must tread gently, seeking to persuade and educate rather than to force or 
coerce. Finally, some accounts celebrate the rich diversity of family forms 
and resist political imposition of any liberal vision of parenthood. Strong 
multicultural accounts resist the promotion of Western liberal models of 
the family, arguing that this undermines rather than enriches meaningful 
diversity.3 In short, there are tensions within the diversity approach over 
the role of the state.

Proponents of diversity are committed to sustained critique of the tradi-
tional heterosexual form of parenthood. Some diversity proponents may 
hope for a revolutionary deconstruction of the forces of heterosexism and 
heteronormativity, but most acknowledge the legitimate place of the tra-
ditional heterosexual parental bond in the ever-expanding map of family 
diversity. However, they dismiss the contention that parenting hinges crit-
ically on kin connections between children and their opposite-sex parents 
and maintain that good parenting practices can blossom in a variety of 
familial contexts. Some may provide social frames connecting children to 
opposite-sex pair-bonded parents; others may not.

Diversity accounts promote the ongoing social disintegration and frag-
mentation of the various components of parenthood. Normative pluralist ac-
counts aim at promoting social cohesion through including the diverse 
array of parental forms and fostering a shared ethos of responsibility, 
commitment, and caregiving. They argue that attempts to impose a more 
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restrictive institutional framework on parenthood may contribute to so-
cial divisiveness because important sectors of the community may find 
themselves marginalized and excluded. Cohesion is built around common 
values and best parenting practices, not selective privileging or penalizing 
of specific family forms.

Diversity accounts betray an individualizing anti-institutional bias. This 
critique is misleading. Pluralist accounts do not repudiate the need for in-
stitutional contexts for diversity but resist imposing one monolithic insti-
tutional model. They focus on the common norms and best practices that 
should inform good parenting in diverse social contexts. From another 
angle, such accounts do not discount the significance of institutionality 
but emphasize the need to recognize the “political” nature of these insti-
tutional forms.

Stereotypical Critiques of Integrative Accounts
Arguments for integrative approaches mask convictions that are ultimately 
based on religious conviction, not public reason. Certainly, some academic 
advocates of integration appeal to reasoned religious or theological argu-
ments in advancing their case, just as some advocates for diversity do.4 
Such appeals do offer a limited and problematic basis to build a reasoned 
public argument. However, more substantive interdisciplinary lines of 
argument may be found in academic fields like evolutionary psychology, 
sociology, or biological anthropology, disciplines that adopt a stance of 
methodological skepticism toward religious or theological arguments. 
This line of critique also assumes a strong correlation between religious 
adherence and commitment to integrative conceptions of the family and 
parenthood. Research indicates that the situation is more complex. A sur-
vey of various Christian denominations indicated strong support for in-
tegrative conceptions of the family in conservative evangelical churches. 
However, more than 83 percent of Roman Catholic pastors and 88 percent 
of mainline Protestant clergy supported family diversity perspectives.5

Integrative conceptions put forward a biological model of parenthood. 
Integrative accounts argue for the integration of the diverse aspects of 
parenthood: biological, intentional, gestational, paternal, maternal, so-
cial, sexual, and psychological. Freestanding “biological” conceptions of 
parenthood pose as many dilemmas for an integrative conception of par-
enthood as do freestanding psychological, social, or intentional concep-
tions. Integrative accounts resist the fragmentation of parenthood into its 
diverse components.
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The integrative approach lends support to soft or strong forms of patriar-
chy by insisting on substantive distinctions between the sexes, sex comple-
mentarity, and distinct maternal and paternal roles. Commitments to gen-
der equality are critical concerns, but they do not define either diversity or 
integrative approaches to parenthood. On the diversity side, proponents 
of strong versions of multiculturalism have come under fire from feminist 
pluralists for their dedication to the protection of all forms of cultural di-
versity, including traditional patriarchal forms of culture.6 Some versions 
of the integrative approach gravitate toward a soft patriarchy, but other 
accounts stress equality. Important trajectories of liberalism embrace both 
integrative conceptions of the family while affirming gender equality.7 
Moreover, the Universal Declaration of Human Rights implicitly embraces 
this perspective when it weds a robust affirmation of gender equality to 
an equally robust affirmation of the “natural” family as the fundamental 
social basis of human society. 8 In this view, commitment to gender equal-
ity is not only compatible with but also critical to modern conceptions of 
integrative parenthood.

Integrative accounts advance a narrow and restricted view that is little 
more than nostalgia for the “love/marriage/baby carriage” nuclear family 
package of the 1950s. Critical integrative approaches acknowledge the 
rich cultural diversity of family forms and that a plurality of kinship 
systems can meaningfully integrate sexual mating, exogamous pair-
bonding, procreation, bilateral kin relations, and committed parental 
investment in stable and enduring forms of family. In principle, diverse 
monogamous, polygynous, polyandrous, nuclear, and extended kinship 
systems fit the integrative profile to the extent that they address these 
core elements. However, some proposed models of the family might be 
viewed as too restrictive and one-dimensional insofar as they foster so-
cial forms that fail to include the complex tapestry of social relation-
ships characteristic of most human kinship systems. The integrative ap-
proach would argue against reducing parenthood to simpler and more 
disparate fragments that delete core dimensions in the complex of kin-
connected parenting.

Could more innovative approaches to parenthood address this inte-
grative concern about an inclusive nexus of core bonds? Advocacy for 
more complex integrative parenting is surfacing in some sectors of the 
gay and lesbian community. Such proposals suggest that the genetic links 
between parents and children, and the intergenerational bonds they cre-
ate, are worth taking seriously. These families would involve at least three 
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parental participants: the two married same-sex parents and the surro-
gate mother or the sperm-donor father. Such arrangements do not con-
stitute a form of polygamy, since the conjugal bond remains monogamous, 
but they do constitute a complex integrative form of the family. In short, 
modern forms of kin complexity that integrate, rather than fragment, pa-
rental bonds merit serious consideration.

Integrative accounts propose the use of coercive legal sanctions to exclude 
or penalize alternative family forms. Debates over integrative and diversity 
conceptions of parenthood should be cautious about sliding too quickly 
into debates about the particular legal or political mechanisms aimed 
at advancing either account. Pluralist accounts often assume that inte-
grative accounts are bent on advancing their vision by creating coercive 
legal frameworks that would stigmatize or even criminalize alternative 
family forms. Proponents of integrative conceptions of the family worry 
that diversity advocates will use the state’s coercive power to enforce or 
“channel” their particular vision of familial relationships and censure al-
ternative forms of discourse by throwing them under the legal cloud of 
discriminatory speech. Addressing these troubling and conflicting con-
cerns about freedom and tolerance in the domain of family life is a central 
challenge for law and public policy in liberal democracies. There is consid-
erable diversity within both lines of discourse concerning possible policy 
implications of theoretical accounts of parenthood. For example, some 
integrative scholars argue for the critical importance of cultural norming 
and legal channelling. In this view, law is constitutive of human kinship 
systems. 9 However, it is also feasible for integrative proponents to argue 
that the modern state and the coercive power of law are inappropriate 
mechanisms to advance integrative forms of family life. Historically, inte-
grative kinship systems found ways of encoding norms and practices long 
before the advent of the modern state and its uniform systems of law. In 
this view, integrative family forms may do best when left to evolve in the 
free market of social evolution. Curtailing state intervention may provide 
the most creative environment for the innate integrative dynamisms of 
evolving human kinship systems to flourish.

Partisan positions on family structure offer little in terms of meaningful 
scholarly contribution to public debates on parenthood. Sustaining a cre-
ative debate spanning the tensions of diverse intellectual and interdisci-
plinary perspectives requires a certain amount of self-critical intellectual 
honesty along with open engagement and argument. It is our hope that 
these qualities mark this collection.
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Linda C. McClain 
Reading through the rich and varied contributions to this book’s inves-
tigation of critical questions about parenthood suggests several themes 
warranting further exploration. Some illuminate points of agreement be-
tween the integrative and diversity models; others highlight disagreement. 
The interplay of the various disciplinary perspectives also reveals chal-
lenging methodological and normative questions that require attention in 
considerations of shaping the law of parenthood and family policy. 

The Fact and Value of Family Diversity — and the Role of Law
Proponents of the integrative and diversity approaches to parenthood 
readily concur on the fact of family diversity in the contemporary United 
States (and more globally), but how family law should manage family diver-
sity is an important issue on which integrative and diversity proponents 
differ. Should the law accept and even facilitate newer pathways to parent-
hood, or should it try to “put on the brakes”? This in turn implicates the in-
tractable question of the relationship between law and culture, or law and 
social practice. Should law reflect social practice or seek to construct it?

Undoubtedly, family law and policy shape family life by setting param-
eters such as who may enter marriage, how parental rights and respon-
sibilities are assigned, and the like. Parenting by lesbian and gay couples 
becomes more feasible in a legal regime that facilitates and protects their 
adult-adult relationships along with their parent-child relationships than 
in a legal regime that deems homosexuality immoral and gay men and les-
bians unfit to be parents. But social practice also pushes family law and 
policy to respond to the growing diversity of family life — for the growing 
visibility of diverse families seems to call for legal support and recognition 
of such families as a matter of basic fairness and equality. What people 
believe about the proper role of law in the face of family diversify depends, 
in turn, on why they believe a particular model of parenthood is prefer-
able. This implicates two further issues: the relevance of natural science 
and social science in telling us “what to do,” and the role of public values 
and constitutional commitments (such as to equality) in shaping family 
law and policy.

The Relevance of Natural Science and Social Science
Many contributions to this volume appeal to findings from the natural or 
social sciences to argue in support of either an integrative or a diversity 
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approach. For example, proponents of the integrative model routinely ap-
peal to a supposed consensus among social scientists that a heterosexual 
marital, low-conflict, two-parent family is, on average, best for children. 
However, “on average” does not reveal significant differences based, for ex-
ample, on race. Moreover, studies of developmental outcomes for children 
reared by gay and lesbian parents strongly suggest that parenting quality 
is more determinative of child well-being than family type. Expert opin-
ion and testimony on child outcomes has played a pivotal role in litiga-
tion over access by same-sex couples to marriage, with courts stressing 
the basic sameness of heterosexual and homosexual parents and the ir-
relevance of gender to parenting. Legislatures, as well, stress this same-
ness and a state interest in protecting and supporting all families. And the 
literature on attachment suggests that the quality of attachment does not 
depend critically on a biological relationship between parent and child. 
From a transnational perspective, the experience of family migration en-
tails both periods of separation between children and their parents, and 
children forming deep attachments to various kin who function as par-
ents. So, too, a biological relationship alone (even in a marital family) does 
not vouchsafe good parenting, secure attachment, or other positive child 
outcomes. I believe that one conclusion this volume supports is that pub-
lic policy should attend to what we do know about good parenting — and 
conditions that facilitate it — and about the constraints many families 
face, be they economic obstacles to stable family life, the absence of gen-
erous parental leave policies, legal obstacles to family recognition, or the 
challenges experienced by transnational families.

This does not mean that further scientific investigation of parenting 
and attachment would not inform discussion of family law and policy. 
There is work to be done, for instance, on the relationship between at-
tachment and fatherhood. The integrative model often relies upon a nar-
rative about human nature and sexuality, drawing on evolutionary theory, 
which envisions the social construction of fatherhood, through marriage, 
as society’s solution to the vexing problem of getting men to invest in the 
children they produce. This leads to truncated views of the “goods” of mar-
riage, such as reducing it to a mechanism for handling accidental preg-
nancy and as having nothing to do with adult-adult commitments or with 
parent-child relationships not anchored in genetics or biology. However, it 
is important to realize that there are other narratives that one could con-
struct about the human family and the problems societies need to solve. 
Indeed, Cere himself notes this in discussing Sarah Blaffer Hrdy’s work on 
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the evolution of cooperative breeding and the critical role of  “alloparent-
ing.”10 There is more than one story of origins that one could glean from 
the evolutionary record in seeking to argue about how the past should 
shape present family law and policy.

Some contributors to this volume counsel that social science cannot 
tell us what to do, that our basic differences over models of parenting may 
rest more on our underlying normative convictions and values, and that 
appeals to empirical claims about child well-being must be considered 
within the framework of broader societal and legal commitments and 
value judgments. Otherwise, family law — as well as the families whose 
lives it touches — is at the mercy of the vicissitudes or pendulum swings of 
the changing consensus of what social science “tells” us about parenthood 
and what is best for children. A significant issue this volume foregrounds 
is the need to reflect on how empirical research and data should inform 
family law and policy and what kind of normative framework should 
guide this consideration.

The Role of Public Values
At its heart, the debate over parenthood turns on underlying debates 
about “family values,” as well as broader public values and constitutional 
commitments. In expounding the integrative model, Cere mentions the 
issue of pluralism, suggesting that both models of parenthood embrace 
pluralism to a degree. I believe that a diversity model allows more room 
for reasonable moral pluralism, as it supports and recognizes a variety 
of family forms, not only the “conjugal” model at the core of the integra-
tive approach. Curiously, even though some proponents of the integrative 
model view polygamy as within its umbrella, in principle, because it inte-
grates heterosexual intimate bonds with parenting bonds, they are trou-
bled by extending marriage to an intimate bond formed by a same-sex 
couple who are parenting a child because it departs from the one-man/
one-woman understanding of marriage.11 (This willingness to fit polygamy 
into the integrative model creates a notable tension with the claim that 
it is legalizing same-sex marriage that would offer no limiting principle 
against the slippery slope to polygamy, group marriage, and the like.) By 
contrast, at least some adherents of a diversity model (and here I include 
myself ) are troubled by polygamy — at least as currently practiced in fun-
damentalist religious communities — because of the extreme sex hierar-
chy and the risks of harm to women and children.12



369

Epilogue

The critical question, then, is, What ends should family law promote? 
Sex equality, for example, is a basic value in contemporary family law and 
constitutional law, and it is appropriate to employ family law’s channel-
ling function to promote that value. This does not mean that sex equality 
is the only relevant value in shaping the contemporary law of parenthood 
and, more broadly, family policy, or that such policy would not benefit 
from empirical research (of the sort Doucet offers) on gender differences 
in parenting. The role of family in shaping identity and bestowing a sense 
of belonging and membership touches on other important values of free-
dom of association and personal autonomy. So, too, religious liberty is a 
relevant concern. It is not accidental that when states expand their mar-
riage laws to allow same-sex couples to marry, they couch such laws in 
the dual terms of promoting marriage equality and protecting religious 
freedom.

Recognizing that issues of parenthood and family definition impli-
cate an array of public values and goods, as well as the rights and needs 
of adults and children, helps us to appreciate their complexity. Working 
through such public values and goods may also facilitate evolution in our 
understanding of how to do justice to these values and goods and point 
to possible common ground.  One instructive example is David Blanken-
horn’s recent account of why he now supports same-sex marriage even 
though he continues to endorse the good of an integrative view of mar-
riage and parenthood. That good, he concludes, should be viewed not in 
isolation from, but in relationship to other goods, such as the equal dig-
nity and worth of same-sex relationships, fairness to same-sex couples 
and their children, rejecting animus as a reason for opposing same-sex 
marriage, and comity.13 Blankenhorn thus resolves an evident conflict of 
goods — or among public values — in a different way than he did previ-
ously, when he opposed same-sex marriage. 

Another instructive example is Naomi Cahn’s thoughtful exploration of 
how family law might be adapted to regulate ART in light of the needs, 
interests, and rights of donor-conceived persons. A supporter of family di-
versity and (in this volume) of a model stressing “responsible parenthood” 
rather than family form as such, Cahn seeks to respect parental rights 
and donor privacy while also taking seriously the expressed needs and 
arguable rights of donor-conceived persons to learn about who they are 
and even to find and form family relationships with half-siblings or  their 
genetic parents.14 In this Epilogue, Cere ponders whether there could be 
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more “innovative approaches” to parenthood, where ART is used, so that 
more than two persons might be part of an “inclusive nexus of core bonds.” 
For both Cahn and Cere, concern over children’s needs and rights is press-
ing and may point to a place where integrative and diversity approaches 
to parenthood might meet. Innovations in the law of parenthood will con-
tinue to be subject to debate. As this volume goes to press, the California 
legislature is considering a bill that would allow a court to recognize that 
a child has more than two legal parents; its sponsor defends it as “putting 
the welfare of the child above all else” while its opponents warn that it will 
open the door to a child having “a dozen parents” and to messy child cus-
tody and support battles.15 

We should not deny that there are genuine clashes of rights at issue in 
questions about parenthood and family rights and responsibilities. None-
theless, a point of common ground between both models is a paramount 
concern for child well-being. As I have worked on this book, I have been 
struck by the genuine concern contributors have about fostering child 
well-being and family welfare. Yet, I have also been struck by contributors’ 
different convictions about how best to secure those ends. Is there a way 
forward? My hunch is that it will start with careful reflection on issues 
like those I note here: assessing the fact of diversity and how to evaluate 
it; considering the relevance of the natural and social sciences for family 
law and policy; and looking to important public values and the norma-
tive commitments of family law and constitutional law to help frame the 
conversation.
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