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Critical acclaim for Mary Frances Berry’s landmark study

The Politics of Parenthood

“In a rare book, Mary Frances Berry shows that men of the past were more equal parents, and that equal responsibility for children is the basis of gender equality. With the insider knowledge of a Washington veteran, she also exposes the ways in which inequality has been legislated. If the first stage of revolution was proving that women can do what men do, The Politics of Parenthood heralds the next stage: Men can do what women do.”

—Gloria Steinem

“Berry makes her plea to women. She challenges them to take new views of themselves, their relationships, and their potential…. Berry posits that only by a sweeping reevaluation of gender roles will women be able to achieve the political and social equality they desire.”

—Laura Van Tuyl, The Christian Science Monitor

“The Politics of Parenthood provides a starting point for future historians…. Berry’s account poses crucial questions for further debate—[she] argues effectively that [the] traditional family model needs to be challenged before women record any real improvements in their career and home lives…[and] she is right in calling for a reexamination of these attitudes.”

—Elsa Walsh, The Washington Post Book World

“Forceful…an important overview…[and] reference for those involved in both gender battles and the fight for comprehensive child are.”

—Kirkus Reviews

“The Politics of Parenthood is an excellent presentation of social policies [that] are necessary to support today’s changing families. This is an important book in these times of reevaluating the roles of men and women in the debate on “family values” in America. I strongly recommend this book for the general reader as well as policy makers.”

—Alvin F. Poussaint, M.D., Associate Professor of Psychiatry, Harvard Medical School
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Preface and Acknowledgments

Despair compelled me to write this book. Some of my best friends failed to understand that defining women as primarily responsible for child care prevented women from enjoying the equality of rights and access to power they sought.

The idea grew in my University of Pennsylvania seminar in the History of Law and Social Policy. In discussing the history of day care, I discovered that my students, male and female, felt they had few real options. Mothers were destined to care for children and fathers had always been employed outside the home. They thought that women just had to accept the responsibility for child care along with a job and anything else they needed or wanted to do.

I explain in this book that fathers (and even men and women who are not relatives) have cared for children as successfully as mothers or other relatives. The mother-care tradition persists because we are acculturated to accept it and because it reinforces existing power arrangements. The tradition is, however, neither traditional nor necessary.

I owe an enormous debt to the students in my undergraduate and graduate seminars who have contended over the data and the interpretations in this study for the last five years. I also thank my graduate student researchers James Johnson, Herman Graham, and Anne Bailey.

In Washington, Domenic Ruscio put his unparalleled experience with the congressional legislative process at my disposal. Tom Nardone of the Bureau of Labor Statistics was unfailingly helpful in answering my questions about data on women’s employment. Martin O’Connell of the Population Fertility Branch at the Census Bureau responded cheerfully to my data requests and questions concerning child-care responsibilities. Melissa Goodsight of the Administration of Youth, Families and Children and Terry Herron of the Title XX Social Services Block Grant Program at the Department of Health and Human Services helped me to understand the process for implementing the child-care and welfare-reform legislation.

Over the years, the scholars who commented on this topic at conventions and in departmental seminars helped immensely. I want to thank Joan Hoff, Genna Rae McNeil, Eileen Boris, John Blassingame, Linda Kerber, Joan Scott, Michael Blakeley, Ellen Carol DuBois, Jane DeHart, and Evelyn Brooks-Higginbotham for their comments and suggestions. My colleague, Carroll Smith-Rosenberg, warrants special gratitude for reading and rereading the manuscript as it evolved over time. Mindy Chateauvert read and commented unmercifully. She was my best critic.

I also benefited from being able to talk and listen to a number of remarkable women as this project proceeded. They include Blandina Cardenas Ramirez, Judith Lichtman, Marcia Greenberger, Elaine Jones, Melanne Verveer, Barbara Arnwine, Phyllis Schlafly, Clare Coss, Mindy Shapiro, Carol Muehling Frausto, and Elizabeth Abramowitz. Virginia Insley gave me insight into the history of children’s programs in the federal government, where she directed the Maternal and Child Health programs for so many years. Three male friends also deserve special notice. Roger Wilkins, DeWayne Wickham, and John White kept reminding me that the remedies suggested here are easier said than done.

Krishna Toolsie enabled me to complete this project. My agent, Charlotte Sheedy, proved to be formidable. Her advice and moral support made it possible to bring this project to completion. My editor, Mindy Werner, made this a better book. The Viking copy editing so carefully done by Lois Adams is greatly appreciated.

Mary Frances Berry                      
North Truro, Massachusetts, 1992
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The Politics of Parenthood


Introduction: The Problem

Connie Chandler is a lawyer in a major New York–Washington law firm. She and her husband, David, a member of the same firm, have two children, ages three and five. The firm reimburses the couple for day care up to five thousand dollars a year, and grants parental leave when a child is ill. The children are enrolled at an excellent for-profit day-care center located in the same downtown Washington building as the law firm.

Both Connie and David attended Harvard Law School, where they were on the law review. Although Connie is considered one of the brightest lawyers in the firm, David has been promoted to partner, while her career has stalled. She handles a few tax matters but mostly deals with leases and other real estate transactions. He started in mergers and acquisitions and has moved into bankruptcy, one of the hottest departments in the firm.

Connie and David agree that Connie should be employed but not to the detriment of the children’s welfare, which they both believe requires more mother care than father care. David sees himself as the principal breadwinner and Connie sees no reason to disagree. She enjoys being a lawyer, although she sometimes feels stressed out and exhausted.

Connie and David agree she has principal responsibility for the children. She picks them up after the day-care center closes and arranges for the night-care center or a baby-sitter when she works evenings. David helps when he can, but they understand his first priority is to do an outstanding job for the firm.

Penny Davis is a motor vehicle emissions inspector at a state transportation department. A diligent and conscientious worker, Penny is a divorced mother of two boys, three and seven years old. Since the divorce two years ago, the children’s father has taken little interest in them. He even resents the child-support payments deducted from his wages as a hospital lab technician. Penny’s youngest son spends his day at the child-care center subsidized by the transportation department. His brother is enrolled there in an after-school program. Penny is lucky because her portion of the day-care cost is only sixty dollars a week.

It appeared that Penny’s luck ran out when she had to pass up a promotion because she could not work the longer hours sometimes required. She makes less than eighteen thousand dollars a year after taxes and certainly could have used the higher salary, but Penny decided the promotion was not worth the increased time away from her children. Another female co-worker chose for the same reason not to compete for the promotion.

The department director is now deciding between three other candidates who appear to be equally qualified. One is a single woman. He knows it would be illegal to exclude her from consideration, but he privately worries she might marry, become pregnant, and have child-care problems.

The director thinks the second candidate, Vernon Johnson, is peculiar and should be ruled out because he seems to spend a large amount of time with his family. Vernon recently asked for several hours off to take his son to the dentist. He also talks a great deal about putting his family first and helping his wife, who is a secretary, care for the children. The Johnson children are cared for by a next-door neighbor who has several children in her home during the workday.

Finally, the director decided to promote the third candidate, a single man.

_______

I decided to write this book because of people like Connie, David, Penny, and Vernon. They live in an era when the salad days of the 1960s, when the women’s movement demanded that women receive treatment equal to men, seem old-fashioned. The movement’s demand for autonomy—the right to define and express one’s own sexuality, reproductive choice, economic independence, and a sense of identity independent of others—is seen as selfish and exaggerated in this “post-feminist” era. Those pro-family advocates who believe women should be child-centered see a continued focus on women’s rights as undermining woman’s most important role.

The achievements of Alice Paul, Susan B. Anthony, Elizabeth Cady Stanton, and their sixties’ successors, Betty Friedan and Gloria Steinem, is an old story to some in the nineties—interesting in the telling but irrelevant to our daily lives. The women’s rights struggle becomes an important part of history, not a present reality.

Most people assume that the women’s movement’s demands for equal rights have been realized. Conceptually and practically, however, constraints on women’s equality and rights remain. Women have made tremendous gains in education: women make up a majority of undergraduate college students, 42 percent of law and medical students, and one-third of M.B.A. students. Yet, on the average, employed women still take home 71 cents for every dollar a man makes. Moreover, sexual freedom and the future of a woman’s right to reproductive choice remain in doubt.

Women who responded to the women’s movement’s call to autonomy and individual rights by rejecting marriage and childbearing in the 1960s complained by the 1970s and 1980s that work without love and family was unfulfilling.

But women in nuclear families who tried to hold a job and be responsible in the family too often found inadequate resources and child-care help. They discovered what large numbers of women who are poor and/or the heads of households have always experienced. The help was not there. The time, place, and manner in which employers organize work and the attitude of fathers toward child care had changed too little to ease the burden.

Because good child care is scarce and expensive, men and women had to compromise their desires for job success and personal autonomy. These realities led to suggestions that women renounce their individual rights and return to marriage, family, and children as their primary goals. The rejection of the Equal Rights Amendment in 1982, when it failed ratification by a three-state margin, made a fitting endpoint for the struggle to define equality for women by emphasizing their individual goals, aspirations, and freedom.

Betty Friedan and others responded to the new realities by redefining women’s equality. Friedan, who was so instrumental in the development of the women’s movement in the sixties, heralded the movement’s retrenchment in her book, The Second Stage (1981). She publicly affirmed the importance of the heterosexual biological family, deemphasized women’s rights, and emphasized the importance of women’s responsibilities for children and family while holding a job.

Friedan and others wanted to shift some of the responsibility for children to fathers, or to government and employers, to help employed women with their care-giving functions. Congressional women’s rights advocates such as Pat Schroeder, Barbara Boxer, and Mary Rose Oakar, as well as groups such as the National Organization for Women, joined child-care activists Elinor Guggenheimer, longtime president of the Child Care Action Media Campaign, and Marian Wright Edelman, president of the Children’s Defense Fund, in asking for privately and publicly funded child-care programs.

This approach seemed immensely satisfying for a time. Business and industry slowly began to provide motherhood supports. The federal government debated child-care proposals and in 1990 Congress passed a national child-care policy with bipartisan support. A few states passed leave laws permitting parents to take unpaid leave to care for a sick child or other close relatives.1

Meanwhile, a new concept of modern women gradually arrived on the scene. Formulated as a new feminine mystique, the “supermom” is an exemplary woman who successfully combines child care with employment and everything else she desires.

This new feminine mystique at first brought a certain amount of internal satisfaction, but eventually it spawned a growing disquiet among women. Even when women with children have motherhood supports such as leave for child care or subsidies from employers or government, a deep discontent surfaces. They enjoy the sanction the “supermom” image gives to their commitment to caring for their families, but they are also aware that women remain unequal competitors in the world of work and still lack enough autonomy in their lives.

The availability of options is made more complicated by the constraints of race and class. Regardless of sex, race, class, or political persuasion, everyone expresses a desire for children to have quality care. The wealthy, however, can afford high-quality, educationally enriching day care, but the middle class has fewer choices and the poor can only afford the cheapest care, from relatives or unregulated institutions, or, alternatively, leaving the children alone.

Distress over a new feminine mystique flows directly from women’s acceptance of being defined as mother, which leads to a devaluing of their individual rights. Redefined women’s rights places too little pressure on the need to restructure work, and to rethink what is necessary for child care and for adult self-fulfillment. Women still must try to compete at work while raising children without adequate supports. They experience a double burden, and if they are part of a racial minority, a triple one. This devaluing and redefinition occurred across the country in the 1980s and still lives on in the 1990s.

For Connie, Penny, and Vernon, the new feminine mystique and its accompanying assumptions about male and female roles is even more confining than the old mystique. The old mystique said mothers should stay home with their children, while fathers are the breadwinners. The new mystique says mothers should try to compete at work while raising children.

Advertisers quickly seized upon the idea that these superwomen could be both workers and mothers. “Superwoman,” carrying baby, briefcase, purse, and wearing a cape, began appearing on the covers of women’s magazines. The comic-book heroine got her own television series starring Lynda Carter, but the televised superwoman was single and without children.

Commentators—husbands, child development experts, and antifeminists led by Phyllis Schlafly—denounced the women’s liberation movement for undermining “family values.” Schlafly, a Republican conservative, former vice president of the National Federation of Republican Women, founder of the Eagle Forum, and author or coauthor of several books, including A Choice Not an Echo, written with Barry Goldwater, successfully led the fight to defeat the ERA. By “family,” they meant the nuclear, white, middle-class family, and by “values,” they meant a stay-at-home mother with principal responsibility for household and children, under the control of father the breadwinner.

From what Time magazine called the “smoldering wreckage” of antiwar protests, civil rights campaigns, and other battles for change in the 1960s, a new conservatism emerged. In the 1970s, Americans seemed selfish, apolitical, a “me” generation fatigued by a lost war, political scandal, and causes only partially won. By the 1980 presidential election, conservatism had taken root.2

Increasingly, people doubted the power of government to solve social problems. Rising illegal drug use, crime, and declining educational standards were all blamed to some degree on divorce and the displacement of the old feminine mystique. Schlafly and other antifeminists blamed employed mothers for the tripling of the divorce rate between 1960 and 1980. Barbara Ehrenreich noted, however, in The Hearts of Men, that the decision to end a marriage was often made by the husband in search of the pleasures of bachelorhood as depicted in Playboy and other men’s magazines.3

The Moral Majority, founded by the Reverend Jerry Falwell and other Christian evangelicals in 1979, brought the traditional family, anti-abortion, and conservative, fundamentalist religious groups together as an organized force in politics. The New Right distorted the themes of individual rights and personal freedom that were key parts of the women’s movement and turned them against feminists. To the New Right, freedom meant the father’s authority to preserve Christian values in the family and the privacy of the home unregulated by the state.4

Ronald Reagan, a divorced father distanced from his children and grandchildren, whose personal behavior strayed far from their ideal, would not seem to have been the obvious presidential candidate for New Right moralists. But he united the New Right with the old anti-communist and laissez-faire-economics wings of the Republican party.

As the New Right gained strength, interest in civil rights and women’s rights declined. Reagan’s election in 1980 began the Reagan Revolution of reduced government regulation, cuts in federal social programs, and restoration of “traditional family values.” Reagan’s leadership gained him overwhelming public support and reelection in 1984. The support for these issues carried over to 1988 and a win for George Bush.

The emergence of new issues like AIDS and increased drug use, especially of crack cocaine, and the explosion in drug-related homicides added firepower to those who crusaded for traditional values. Republicans blamed liberal Democrats for these problems and Democrats were afraid to attack their opponents for fear of conservative public opinion. The Republicans insisted that the country retreat to “old values,” including the traditional family, as a restorative.

Caught in the contradictions of the prevailing political atmosphere, many women began to lose their illusions about the new feminine mystique during the Reagan-Bush era. Idealizing motherhood in the traditional family seemed quaint when Wall Street proclaimed that greed is good. Female-headed or two-paycheck families needed more income, and women wanted to compete for high salaries, too. The replacement of selfish, too-thin, fashion-conscious Nancy Reagan by the wholesome, family-oriented Barbara Bush in 1988 only highlighted the differences between the way most working people could afford to live and the political myth of family life.

When Betty Friedan wrote The Feminine Mystique in 1963, she addressed white middle-class mothers who did not work outside the home. These young women with young children were popular images in the media, but they represented only a quarter of the married women at the time. In 1960, half of all mothers with young children had part-time jobs. Another 25 percent, mainly African-American, Hispanic, and poor women, worked full-time jobs and took care of young children.5

Today, those numbers have drastically changed. In 1992 at least three out of four mothers of young children work, including 52 percent whose children are below the age of two, and more than one-half of these mothers have full-time jobs. Only about 20 percent of women are full-time homemakers. The labor force participation rate of white and black women is practically the same. Hispanic women’s participation has risen to about 55 percent but they are still less likely than white or black women to be in the labor force.6

The media’s glamorous depiction of women at the top of their professions is a reality for only a small, privileged group. For the most part, women are segregated into a narrow band of relatively low-paying service and caring occupations such as sales, teaching, nursing, waitressing, and clerical jobs.7

As more and more women share the experience of balancing jobs, children, and the desire for personal autonomy, discontent is becoming contagious. Nearly half of the work force is made up of two-career couples and single parents. Over half of all recent mothers (women with children under one year of age) are either employed or seeking paid work.8

In the next ten years, more than half of the work force will be female and most working women will have children. The number of employed women increased to 53,130,000 in November 1991, from 53,049,000, in November 1990. This was the slowest rate of growth in women’s employment since 1948. Statisticians attribute the slowdown to the recession, which hit hard the mix of jobs in the service sector in which women were involved. They also note that some mothers in well-off two-earner families decided to leave the work force to concentrate on family and child care.9

Because of economic necessity and choice, however, the increases in women’s employment are expected to continue. Workplace policies and parental responsibilities are not responding to the reality of employed women fast enough to spread the possibility of real equality of rights beyond an elite. Unless women and men change their attitudes toward children and who cares for them soon, there will be growing discontent in the next decade, and children and their parents will suffer.

For most families, it has become increasingly difficult to find good, affordable child care. Employed parents spent over fourteen billion dollars for child care in 1988, the most recent year for which statistics were available from the Census Bureau. About one-third, or six million, of the nation’s working mothers with children under the age of fourteen paid an average of $45 per week, or 6 percent of their monthly family income, for child care. Poor women, whose annual income is less than $13,360 for a family of four, paid a far greater portion for child care. About one-fourth of their earnings, an average of $32 per week, was spent for child care.10

Over thirty-two million children, nine million of whom were under age five, had mothers who worked full- or part-time. One-fifth of those children were in day-care centers, another 28 percent were cared for in their own homes. A majority, like Vernon Johnson’s children, were cared for by another woman, a relative, a neighbor, or a friend in her home. For children over five, the lion’s share of the care between September and June was provided by school. During the summer, however, almost 13.2 percent of school-age children were unwatched, left to fend for themselves.11

Many parents rotate day and night jobs with split-shift parenting to solve their child-care problems. While one parent stays at home with the children during the day, the other goes out to work. At night, the roles are reversed. This method is cheaper but very exhausting for the parents and leaves little time for emotional involvement with each other.12

Employed parents who hire care-givers to work in their homes today face new legal restrictions. The 1988 welfare-reform legislation makes the child-care tax credit more difficult for some middle-class parents to receive, thus decreasing its value. Parents who claim tax benefits for child care are required to report the Social Security number of their care-giver to the Internal Revenue Service.13

Many people have slowly discovered that under-the-table payments to relatives and illegal aliens hired as care-givers can no longer be claimed. Kay Hollestelle of the National Association for Family Day Care, a nonprofit Washington group representing women who care for other people’s children in their own homes, called this aspect of the law “a well-kept secret” that catches people by surprise. Sidney Kess, a New York accountant, mused, “whatever the law says, many people hire illegal aliens who may be wonderful at caring for their children, and if you have a wonderful baby-sitter, you’ll probably sacrifice the tax credit rather than find a new one.” Some better-informed people dropped out of company-sponsored plans for the reasons Kess gave. Their care-giver did not have a Social Security number and did not want to be reported.14

Affluent families handle child-care problems by hiring experienced nannies or au pairs. The two terms are used interchangeably, though an au pair is usually a young European woman temporarily in the United States and nannies are American citizens or illegal aliens. Nanny placement services have become a growth industry in the last decade, with more than eight hundred nanny employment agencies operating across the country.15

At the end of 1991 some nannies worked sixty-hour weeks for less than $80 a week including room and board, but most made between $100 and $500 a week. These amounts had increased from an average of $94 a week nationwide and $250 a week in Washington and New York in 1988. Two out of three nannies leave their jobs each year, giving this job the highest turnover rate of any predominantly female occupation.16

Maureen White, an investment banker, complained about what she called the “tyranny of the nannies” and the importance of keeping the nanny satisfied. “You think, if the nanny is happy, the baby is happy. If the baby’s happy, you’re happy, your husband’s happy,” said White. But nannies do not see it that way. Marie Gaston, a nanny in Aspen, Colorado, complained that being a nanny can be a twenty-four-hour job when you travel with your employer. “Sometimes it’s two or three weeks before you get time off,” said Gaston. “And there’s no overtime.”17

Aliens who work as nannies said that when they seek legal status, employers sometimes take advantage of them. “They seem nice at first and then when they know they’re going to sponsor you they start to treat you differently because they know if you don’t work with them you’re going to have to start over with someone else again. Some of them treat you like a slave.”18

If care-givers fall ill or become pregnant, new problems arise. Some parents hire only women without children. A few are willing to hire single mothers with children and permit the care-giver’s children to become integrated with their own households.19

For-profit child-care centers, like the one Connie Chandler uses, are a viable option for parents who can afford it. Such centers have become big business. Kinder Care, organized in 1969, had enrolled more than a million children by 1992 and had twenty thousand employees in forty states and Canada. Sheila Kamerman, a child-care expert at Columbia University’s School of Social Work, notes that because of research findings concerning the value of preschool enrichment programs, “more and more middle class parents now want to enroll their children in some kind of organized program when they are two or three years old.” Kinder Care and similar facilities offer some educational services along with custodial care. But the expense of sending your child to a for-profit center can be phenomenal. In some cases, it may be more than the tuition for a prestigious private school.20

A few employers, such as hospitals, high-growth service industries, and high-technology firms, which have large numbers of female employees and labor shortages, offer parents financial help for day care. Smaller employers are less likely to provide such help, but such firms employ the vast majority of working parents. Part-timers, newly hired, and temporary workers are the least likely to have access to child-care help from employers.21

Many large companies offer either day care at the work site or some other kind of child-care benefits. Much of the resources companies invest in child care, however, are spent on referring parents to child-care services or providing information about existing services in the community. This is cheaper than establishing a child-care center. Since the Economic Recovery Act of 1981 made child benefits taxable, many firms have adopted dependent care assistance plans for employees. They are financed by salary reductions that allow employees to pay for child care with pre-tax dollars. Employees’ savings equal the amount they would have paid in taxes on child-care expenses, up to $5,000 a year. The employer spends practically nothing and the cost is borne by the federal treasury in taxes not collected. This cost the government $150 million in fiscal 1989.22

Employers have found that assisting workers with child care is popular. The Work and Family Information Center of the Conference Board, which is funded by the Fortune 500 companies, reported that in 1991 some 5,500 companies with more than one hundred employees offer child-care benefits ranging from financial assistance, alternative work schedules, and family leave options, to on-site child-care services. This was a major increase over the 3,300 companies that did so just two years before, and a dramatic rise from the 110 that did so in 1978. Yet companies still describe these policies as a way to retain female workers in a period of labor shortages. They do not view child care as a serious problem for male employees.23

Company child-care programs please women workers like Renee Mardis of Dayton, Ohio, who works for the Stride Rite Company, a maker of children’s shoes. Mardis’s young daughter, Ashley, attends the company’s day-care center. Mardis was exultant because “now I pay $44.80 per week for Ashley, who goes to work with me and leaves with me.” Some companies also have free back-up care centers. For example, Wilmer, Cutler & Pickering, a Washington law firm with over 1,700 lawyers, has made available a small emergency-only care facility for lawyers and support staff since 1980.24

Increasingly, employers offer unpaid leave that can be used for child care. The Work and Family Information Center of the Conference Board reported in 1991 that over one-third of the largest manufacturing and service companies provided some kind of unpaid leave for child care. The federal Equal Employment Opportunity Commission issued a guideline in December 1990 that employers offering leave to mothers must offer the same leave to fathers; however, almost all of the leave is taken by women.25

International Business Machines (IBM) since October 1988 has implemented a policy that gives employees either up to three years’ unpaid leave for “serious reasons,” such as child care or the need to care for a sick or elderly relative, or a once-in-a-lifetime educational opportunity.26

The leave policies of IBM, like those of many companies, apply to women and men but clearly assume that mothers are primarily responsible for child-rearing. Jesse Henderson, an IBM official, explained that the leave policy was extended to three years so that a mother with a new baby could remain at home until the child was ready for day care. He thought that policies such as flextime, extended leave, and work-at-home programs were important options.27

Henderson said that because of “the changing demographics, companies will have to do that to be more competitive. They’re going to have to have more flexibility.” It has become bad business practice to appear less than willing to address child-care problems. Henderson added, “I would like to think we are in the vanguard.”28

But unpaid leave for child care is not as flexible a policy as it may appear. The structure of work itself does not change. One woman at IBM, who worked part-time because of child-care responsibilities, complained that her career was in a holding pattern with no promotions in sight. IBM’s Henderson conceded that taking these options really was not a good decision for those who wanted to get ahead in their careers. In the long run, “you’re really taking yourself out of the running for other things,” he said.29

Expansion of work-at-home policies like those at IBM might be an attractive option to those who want to make the child care burden easier, but widespread adoption of these policies is a long way off. Link Resources, a Manhattan consulting group, reported that 11.2 million homeworkers were self-employed in 1990. The numbers had increased 11.9 percent since 1989. This was out of a total work force of 122.7 million employees. Link’s studies survey 2,500 U.S. households annually. According to earlier government studies, a large number of male homeworkers are farmers, but Link reported that the greatest increases now are in white-collar jobs such as information processing.30

Child care has little to do with many men’s decisions to work at home. Many of those surveyed were professional men who had the freedom to work either at home or at the office. They expressed more concern about avoiding commuting, with its problems of traffic and pollution.31

The majority of homeworkers, however, are women and many are working at home out of necessity. A survey of fourteen thousand women working at home finds that those with low skills do it because they have few options and have to care for small children or elderly relatives. Working at home can result in a sense of isolation and a loss of upward mobility unless the homeworker owns the business.32

Increasingly, public and private employers seek advice on options to meet their workers’ child-care needs. In California, the Child Initiative, established by the Bank of America Foundation in 1985, works with federal, state, and local government agencies and twenty-four corporations to train and license family day-care providers. Corporations shoulder two-thirds of the program’s $3-million budget. The program claims to have provided about 1,100 new child-care spaces in 231 newly licensed family day-care homes in its first year. In 1988, Minnesota passed a law to award grants of $200 to $30,000 to individuals and companies for child-care start-up costs. These initiatives and others have helped families to find child care.33

On-site day care is marketed as the wave of the future. Leonard C. Kuhn, senior vice president for development at Kinder Care, the largest day-care chain, claims such centers will be cheaper and more convenient. This is a growth area that his company is “pursuing aggressively.” Some child development scholars predict child-care centers like Kinder Care will become like fast-food chains, “coat-checking the kids.” Large department stores and shopping centers have begun to set aside playrooms for children to stay in while their parents shop.34

The trend toward including day-care centers in office buildings is growing. Yvonne Ali, vice president of the Learning Center Inc., a Washington, D.C., firm that runs child-care facilities in office buildings, said that at first, “developers were against it.” Ali said developers are worried about insurance and security needs required by child-care facilities. But this is changing as parents demand these services. “Now it seems that every office building has to have all the amenities: restaurants, a health club, and child-care center,” she said. Ali said that rather than regarding the facility as a place to leave the children, “the parents here are very involved. They drop in for lunch, they help out, they come with us on field trips.”35

Interestingly, Ali claims, “Fathers are getting more involved and the kids are beginning to understand the other part of their parents’ lives.” Bill Howard, a director for the Learning Center Inc., sees developmental benefits for the children. They “get a kind of undergraduate experience in socialization” before they reach kindergarten, Howard said. “They already know what a teacher does and what relations with peers are all about.”36

But the parental involvement cited by the Learning Center was absent at another corporate facility widely cited as an example of good on-site child care. In Camden, New Jersey, the Campbell Soup Company’s day-care center operates five days a week from 7 A.M. to 6 P.M. for up to 120 children, with a state-certified full-day kindergarten program for children up to age six. The work site has 1,800 employees. Campbell’s pays about half of each child’s tuition, no matter how many children a family enrolls. Total tuition ranged from $140 a week for the children younger than one year, to $92 a week for five- and six-year-olds.37

Executive secretary Diane Ronketty dropped off six-year-old Lisa at the company center each day. While Ronketty said she thought of Lisa often, she rarely walked the 200 feet to the day-care building until she got off work at 4:30. No more than six parents visited their children during a reporter’s two-day visit.38

Two of the workers who visited the center were parents of infants. Among the others were the mother and father of a two-year-old girl who was spending her first day at the center and Ronketty, who broke her usual routine to take Lisa to the company’s cafeteria for lunch. Apparently engrossed in their routine, the children paid little attention to their own parents who did come by. Ronketty liked “knowing you can get to your child in an emergency within minutes and knowing you can see them if and when you want during the day.” She said “[it] relieves a lot of tension and anxiety.”39

Some companies continue to change in order to meet the demands of work and family. Stride Rite, not content to be a leader in providing day care at the work site, expanded its child-care operations to the opening of an inter-generational care facility. Here employees can bring not only children from the ages of fifteen months on up, but aged relatives as well. The inter-generational care facility at their Cambridge, Massachusetts, headquarters serves fifty-five children and twenty-five adults. Companies developing such programs recognize that women most often perform the care-giving role for the entire family and that many employed women have parents to care for as well as children or grandchildren.40

In a promising new departure, the president of the Postal Workers Union persuaded management at the regional postal center in Syracuse, New York, to open a twenty-four-hour child-care facility. The Little Eagles Child Care Center sets a good example. Not only the postal service, but hospitals, supermarkets, service stations, and three-shift factories all need this kind of service for employed parents who lack other options for their children.41

Some small companies are exerting themselves to provide child-care services. Many of the owners are parents with small children of their own. They may give flextime, offer financial subsidies, or at the very least referral services.42

Some large companies have started opening their on-site centers to the public, setting a new community standard for high-quality care. Others are offering new benefits to child-care workers, recognizing the need to improve their skills and wages, which now average $183 per week. Still others are financing efforts by child-care centers to win accreditation. These corporations believe that information and referral services are cheap and popular but do little good where there are few openings. They also worry that their employees in the branches are not being helped as well as those at headquarters.43

In Charlotte, North Carolina, in 1991, IBM, American Express, Allstate, Duke Power, and a research park developer financed a new center, which is open to the public and to employees’ children. They are following the example of Stride Rite, whose Roxbury center was started in 1971 as a service to the poor black community near its Cambridge, Massachusetts, headquarters. Only later was it opened to employees. The center in Charlotte has cut the teacher-child ratio to half of what is required by state law.44

Dayton-Hudson Corporation decided to address the lack of trained child-care workers by financing training. One of those sponsored was Sacramento, California, home-care provider Rosemarie Peebles. She learned how to take inventory of her toys to determine what new types she needs to foster broad skills in the children in her care. She also learned to keep computer records on naps, activities, and diaper changes, thus improving her communication with parents. IBM and Burroughs Wellcome Company paid for efforts by approximately twenty North Carolina child-care centers to win accreditation from the National Association for the Education of Young Children, the largest professional association of early childhood educators. Given the costs and needs, collaborations “are the only way corporations are going to be able to afford to go,” according to Barbara Katersky, director of employee relations for American Express.45

Whether provided by parents or by care-givers at home or in daycare centers, child care raises questions of quality and safety as well as availability and cost. Abuse of children by their own parents has been acknowledged as a national problem at least since 1973, when Congress began appropriating funds to the states for child protection services. The services are largely underfunded and short-staffed but their existence acknowledges the problem and provides a recourse to help for some children.46

Widely publicized incidents of custodial child abuse create additional worries about the well-being of their children for employed parents. In January 1989, less than two weeks after she was hired by a Washington couple, forty-one-year-old Linda Johnson banged the head of the couple’s nine-month-old daughter against a wall. The child died and Johnson was convicted of voluntary manslaughter. She said she was trying to stop the baby from “fussing and crying.” In December 1991, Olivia Riner, a twenty-year-old au pair from Switzerland, was charged with second-degree murder and arson in the death of a three-month-old girl in her care. The police said she started fires in three bedrooms of the home of Denise and William Fischer in Thornwood, New York, and probably poured charcoal lighter fluid on the baby, Kristie. Riner pleaded innocent. As one family cautioned, when you hire nannies you “do take your risks” because “there are crazies in this world.”47 Riner, however, was aquitted on July 7, 1992, and returned home to Switzerland.

In early 1992, right after the Riner incident, Walt Disney’s film The Hand That Rocks the Cradle came to theaters. The film depicts an emotionally disturbed and financially needy woman who gets herself hired as a nanny to an unsuspecting family. A series of macabre events leads up to a deadly confrontation between the two women. Washington Post reviewer Rita Kempley thought “this anti-feminist parable is both a labor and a pain.” Screenwriter Amanda Silver expressed surprise at criticism that the film, her first, was “sexist” and implies women “should stay home and not hire nannies,” which was not her point at all. She has a nanny for her three-month-old son and was only writing about “women’s fears,” especially the most “trenchant example,” which is “bringing someone into your home to care for your children.”48

The nanny industry in film and in real life is essentially unregulated. Child-care centers are regulated by the states, but abuses occur. An ABC television “Prime Time Live” show on June 20, 1991, used hidden cameras to film three day-care centers in the New Orleans area where middle-class parents sent their children. One center displayed a kind, loving environment; the film of one of the others showed children being slapped, playing on filthy floors, or being left in cribs all day with no adults around. The parents were paying from forty-five to sixty-five dollars a week. One parent, Debra Onnebane, watching her five-month-old son getting slapped, reacted angrily: “It makes me furious.”49

Experts on the show gave helpful advice to concerned parents of the approximately two million children in sixty thousand child-care centers nationwide. Ellen Galinsky of the Families and Work Institute in New York advised, “If you know your program has someone who takes responsibility for your child, has a caring relationship with him, then don’t worry.” Barbara Willer of the National Association for the Education of Young Children (NAEYC) suggested, “Drop by unexpectedly to see what is happening.”50

The standards for day-care centers recommended by NAEYC require that the director have a college degree, preferably a master’s in child development, and three years’ experience. The staff should have some training and experience. There should be no more than three to four babies or six to seven toddlers for each adult and the ambience should show that they care about children. Slapping a child should be absolutely forbidden. There should be careful attention to health and safety standards, fire drills, well-maintained play equipment, smoke detectors, first-aid supplies, and hazard-free play areas.51

California, Iowa, Florida, Minnesota, Texas, and Washington have established a registry of convicted child abusers so that day-care centers can run background checks on job applicants. Oprah Winfrey, who was sexually abused as a child, testified before the Senate Judiciary Committee in support of a National Child Protection Act which would extend the registry nationwide. According to Senator Joseph Biden of Delaware, chairman of the Senate Judiciary Committee, 6,200 convicted criminals have been detected seeking these jobs.52

Those who insist on mother care of children are upset by the increasing use of day care, even when that day care is safe and supportive. Not only “celebrity antifeminists” like Phyllis Schlafly but “regular” women raise their voices against the trend. The views of Barbara Shroyer of Fairhope, Alabama, are representative of the complaints. She expresses amazement at her “generation,” accusing parents of pursuing “any avenue” to assure a “perfect baby” but being willing to have an institutional care-giver “during its most vulnerable developmental period.” She worries about the effects on “day-care children of…early pressures to conform.”

Shroyer, a former practicing lawyer, at home with her baby, hopes her views on day care are erroneous. If so, “it certainly won’t alter the way I feel about the time spent with my daughter, but it will lessen my fears for the future of childhood in the United States.” She forgets that many employed mothers cannot choose to stay home with their babies. Ironically, the town of Fairhope where Shroyer lives was founded in 1894 as a utopian community, whose residents supported a kindergarten for local children.53

Barbara Bush has added her voice to those who criticize mothers who have jobs. The First Lady thought a woman could not be a bank president and a mother at the same time. “What are you going to do about these children? Why do we have these crises in the schools? The working women opted to have children. You can’t be the President of the United States and also be a mother.” When it was pointed out to Mrs. Bush that the reality of most mothers’ lives included employment and children, she wavered. “…But we’re talking about the single parent, mother or father.”54

Meeting the expectations of the new feminine mystique brings approval from family members but exhaustion for mothers. The difficulty of holding a job and caring for children is repeatedly confirmed in surveys and studies. No matter how many hours they work, employed mothers spend as much time at household labor as unpaid housewives did in the 1950s. Employed women continue to spend nearly eleven hours more than men each week on such unpaid chores as cooking and keeping track of money. Regardless of income, hours, or status outside the home, women do more housework than their husbands.55

Yet spouses discuss their housework as if they shared it equally despite this disparity. And some wives, like those in immigrant and African-American families who have long persuaded their husbands that they were working just to “help out” when, in fact, their incomes were absolutely necessary, have little inclination to emphasize the unequal burdens and to insist on change.56

In every category of income and employment status, mothers spend more time than fathers in activities solely devoted to child care. Men in households in the $35,000-and-over income category spend more time in these activities (four hours per week) than men in lower income categories. Mothers in that same $35,000-and-over income category spend twice as much time (eight hours a week) with their children. Men take children on trips to the zoo or the park. Women feed, bathe, and clothe them, and deal with their emotional problems. As one supportive father put it when his five-year-old had problems at school, “Handle it the best way you can, honey. I’m a hundred percent behind you.”57

A 1991 poll done by the Roper Organization for Playboy magazine reported that men were increasing their parenting and housekeeping duties, but change is slow to come. Martha Farnsworth Riche of the Population Reference Bureau says studies show men do not care as much as women do about whether a house is neat. John Robinson, director of America’s Use of Time Project at the University of Maryland, College Park, says wives often redo whatever housework a husband does anyway.58

The nation’s most stressed-out men are those who have young children and wives who do not have jobs. Their stress arises from financial problems. The most stressed-out women are those who are employed and have young children at home. Three out of four mothers are in this category. Forty percent of employed women suffer frequent job-related tension, perceived pay inequities, and overwork, along with the demands of child care and housework.59

This unequal burden of housework, child care, and job stress brings several kinds of response from women. Some women see the need for more day care and other supports for employed mothers. Others say that if women insist that husbands do more, divorce will be the result. In the 1970s, such insistence on husbands sharing household burdens led to discontent and criticism. Now, says syndicated columnist Ellen Goodman, “he is doing more than his father and feeling underappreciated. She is doing more than her husband and feeling undervalued.” But taking a different tack, economist Robert Kuttner calls discussion of the unequal household burden a “standard feminist plaint.” He notes that upper-income people generally used their income to hire “small armies of surrogate wives.” They became workaholics who “almost totally parceled out the role of mother into purchased services…” He worries about children in these economically advantaged families becoming “spoiled rotten.”60

In newspapers and magazines, today’s well-educated professionals discuss how career women balance work, a marriage, and family. Sharing of housework and child care occurs primarily among uniquely advantaged, middle-class professionals. One recent mother insists that housework will only be devalued if parents convey to their children that it is an unimportant activity. Her little girl sees that she and her husband, a physicist, are both professionals, but “both shop and cook and clean and take care of her”; she would understand that “work and housekeeping are integral parts of a well-balanced, healthy life.” Though the mother is an economist, she disregards the fact that employment is valued in our society by how much employees are paid, and that household workers are paid less than either physicists or economists.61

A male professor notes that in six years of marriage, he has “done the majority of the domestic chores…” Ignoring the effect a four-year-old’s activities might have on a classroom environment and the many choices available to him in academia, he “frequently” takes his child to his college classes, where the child draws on the blackboard while he lectures or sits with him while he monitors examinations. The professor can also take three months off from his research while his wife attends a seminar far from home. He wants it understood that he is just an average person and not a “new man.” However, “No man in his right mind is going to sign up for the role traditionally relegated to women.”62

Other proof of changing roles was found in a 1989 nationwide survey by Robert Half International, an executive recruitment firm. Eight out of ten employees were willing to sacrifice rapid career advancement to have more time with their families. In a 1990 poll done by Half, over 50 percent of the men surveyed said they would be willing to have their salaries cut 25 percent to have more personal or family time. The Playboy-Roper poll of 1991 shows increasing numbers of men in the 18–44 age group who believe leisure time, including time spent with children, is more important than their job. Such attitudes, analysts note, undercut the assumption that only women want a mommy track with flexible hours and time off to care for children and slower advancement in the workplace.63

They suggest encouraging a “parent track” for men and women who might accept reduced incomes and less upward mobility to spend time with their families. One man calls this a “sanity track” but recognizes it would
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