
PERSPECTIVE

Defending the Family From Its Defenders
byThomas Fleming

marks one of the official borders between leftand rightin
the United States. The fact is infuriating to Republican mod
erates who want to turn their party in thedirection ofopportu
nity and choice, which —translated into moral terms—mean
adultery, divorce, and infanticide, the apparent credo of the
Northeastern Republican senators who handed President Clin
ton his triumph over impeachment. Out here, however, a
thousand milesfrom Sodom and Gomorrah, a man cannot en
tirely rid himself ofthe idea that the whole point to economic
opportunity is to be able to make enough money to take care of
his wife and children. Such a man will neverbe able to com
promise with aparty that advocates cheating and infanticide.

On both sides of the moral frontier, there area few emigres:
leftists like David Blankenhom, who have made capital (politi
cal aswell aseconomic) outofmarriage, andconservative Re
publicans like Phil Gramm and Steve Forbes, who in the 1996
campaign hardly mentioned the family. These exceptions,
however, only prove the rule: Blankenhom is denounced as a
conservative by the Nation, even though he is aleftist who used
to hang out with the communists at Highlander Folk School;
and Steve Forbes has had to change his political tuiie suffi
ciently to accommodate a few bars of Mother and Sonny
Boy."

Formoral reactionaries (a.k.a. "social conservatives"), the
problem is the family, whose desperate condition is signaled by
high rates ofdivorce and illegitimacy (to say nothing of the host
ofrelated problems ofworking mothers, daycare, declining
birth rates, abortion, and same-sex marriage ). The family is
in crisis, they cry; poisoned by apermissive moral code and un
dermined by an anti-family tax code that penalizes marriage
andchildren. As theirnumbers dwindle—even PaulWeyrich
concedes they are now the Moral Minority—their hostility to
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the regime continues todeepen.
The moral struggle over the femily, however, has become

too complex for most people to understand. Itwas simpler
back in the 1970's, when there were lefHsts who actually cele
brated the family's decline, calling for the government to take
over responsibility for children and celebrating incest as arevo
lutionary attack on the Oedipus Complex. Feminists and cul-
ture-critics on the left invoked Freud'sattack on the family asa
perverse instihition diat sexually warps its victims. Some even
hearkened back to Engels' attack onthe family as the creation
ofpatriarchal males who also invented private property as atool
ofexploitation.

By the 80's, however, leftists (outside the academy or the
pages of the give-away Village Voice) had pulled in their horns,
and people like Hillary Rodham were giving pro-family argu
ments for nationalizing childcare. The family was a valuable,
iffragile, resource, like air and water, that required massive gov
ernment action to clean itup, restructure iton egalitarian lines,
and maintain itas a socially useful institution that mediates be
tween govemment programs and individual tax-consumers.

In recent years, the conservative response to the problem of
the family has followed the line taken by Peter and Brigitte
Berger. In an analysis that goes back to Max Weber, the Berg-
ers and their followers lament the passing ofthe bourgeois fam
ily that inculcated the virtues on which ademocratic-capitalist
society depends: industry, thrift, moral restraint. Many, ifnot
most, take the further step ofcalling for govemment actions to
restore motherhood and fatherhood to a place of respect, to
eliminate the marriage penalty, and to foster a social atmo
sphere conducive to large families. Some have gone so far as to
call upon the United Nations and national governments to save
the family, which is a little like asking the Escobar family to
curtail the international drugtrade.



In most political debates, only the smallest particles ofhis
torical truth areallowed entrance—as much aswillprovide the

. skeleton for one or another ideological myth. In the debate
over femily values, historical scholarship on the left and right
has emphasized the uniqueness ofthe bourgeois family, and al
though Iam doing violence to the differences among ideologi
cally diverse social historians like Philippe Aries, Lawrence
Stone, Edward Shorter, and Lloyd de Mause, their impudent
contempt for human experience, tendentious arguments, and
hasty generalizations deserve no better treatment.

Though leftists may deplore what conservatives laud, their
socioeconomic premises are often quite similar. The family

•may have always existed, so the assumption runs, but it took
bizarre forms, even in Europe, where several generations were
crowded into one peasant cottage. Conjugal affection was dif
ficult, if not impossible; chastity, an impossible ideal; and
parental authority, typically abusive. Leftists might denigrate
the bourgeois household as a hotbed ofFreudian complexes,
but conservatives celebrate it as the seedbed ofall virtues.

Like the Marxists, conservatives linkthedevelopment ofthe
family to aspecific economic class structure; both see the fam
ily as an essentially social invention; both look back to earlier
ages—classical antiquity, the Middle Ages—with something
like revulsion (admittedly for somewhat different reasons); and
both point their fingers atthe dark ages past, when men abused
theirwives and children, whom they treated as chattel or ob
jects ofsexual exploitation.

Capitalists and Marxists disagree on the solution, but they
are remarkably close intheir analysis—another example ofthe
left's increasingly complete triumph over the conservative
mind. The problem wi^ this approach should be obvious. If
the family is afragile historical construction, parents cannot be
trusted, andfamilies must bepropped upartificially bygovem-
ment agencies—the very agencies that have been undermin
ing the family for ahundred years. Even ifthe Marxist/capital
ist myth of family history were true, it would provide a
dangerous incentive to erect a labyrinthine bureaucracy outof
the ruins of the family authority usurped by socialist govem-
ments. Butit is noteven partly correct: It is simply wrong.

' I 'o prove it is wrong, Imight assemble ateam ofsocial his-
JL torians who could muster theevidence thatnoonewould

ever read. Instead, I shall briefly discuss one or two extreme
cases, beginning with the Roman father's celebrated patria
potestas (patemal authority), which included a life-long power
oflife and death over hisdependent children and, tosome ex
tent, over his wife. Yet even under these circumstances, con
cludes historian Susan Treggiari, Romans considered a "par
ticularly close relationship between man and wife" as "normal
and desirable." ProfTreggiari did notlimit herself to literary
evidence but also examined fiinerary inscriptions.

Similar studies ofinscriptional and testamentary evidence
confirm what we already knew from literature about Roman fa
thers. The ideal ofpatemal authority was described by Seneca
as "the most restrained ... putting the child's interests before
hisown." Once a Romanchildwas acknowledged, the father
could take its life only under certain circumstances, e.g., ifa
daughter were found guilty offomication orifason committed
acts oftreason against thecommonwealth orviolence against
the father or had sexual relations withhismotheror stepmoth
er. These were all capital crimes, by the way, but Roman law
(in principle) assigned responsibility for punishment to the fa

ther (who was supposed to consult a council of the family)
rather than to the state. One father who flogged his son to
death was torn topieces bya mob; another, who summarily put
his sontodeath (for sleeping with his stepmother), was sentin
to exile bythe EmperorValentinian.

We have to quit talking about
what governments can do to

save the family and concentrate on
undoing all Iheir massive efforts to

impoverish families and undermine
their autonomy.

The ideals of Italian family life have not changed enor
mously from the families described by Livy in the first century
B.C. toRenaissance tracts written byAlberti andTasso down to
the currenttime, when Italian men who pretend to rule their
little world arein reality nothing butmammoni—mama's boys.
Obviously, there were bad husbands andbad fathers inancient
(and Renaissance) Italy, but the European ideal of man and
wife as partners in life who dote on their children owes rather
more to the Romans (and much less to the Bible) than iscom
monlysupposed.

The ancients were civilized people who might be expected
tolead quiet domestic lives, butourbarbarian ancestors—Ger
manic, Celtic, and Slavic—also lived in close-knit families
bound by affection. Even the notoriously cold-blooded En
glish give evidence inevery age ofconjugal affection, and Bar
bara Hanawalt's careful examination of parish records in the
later Middle Ages, while it turns up evidence ofquarrels and
abuse, reveals a setofmarital norms that bourgeois Protestants
would be proud to claim. "Themajority ofmarriages," she
says, "do notfit Shorter's dismal picture ofthe 'Bad OldDays'
in which wives were dispensable or, at best, servants to their
husbands. .. . Partnership is the most appropriate term to de
scribe marriage in medieval English peasant society."
Hanawalt takes pains to point out the problems in these peas
ant marriages, butquickly adds that we modems have no rea
son for smugness: "It is notnecessary topaint a foul picture of
traditional peasant marriage inorder to suggest that marriage is
somewhat different in themodem period. Certainly, ourhigh
divorce rate gives us nogrounds to consider themodem mode
of marriage superior."

In diaries, letters, and documents, children, too, are spoken
of in affectionate terms, and leftist historian John Demos has
suggested that child abuse, so far from being a long-standing
problem that we are just beginning to address, is far more
prevalent today than itwas in pre-modem England orcolonial
NewEngland.

There are differences, undoubtedly, between ancient and
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medieval families, and even in the ancient world Greeks, Ro
mans, and Jews practiced differing marriage customs and pur
sued somewhat different styles in rearing children, but one of
Aristophanes' characters—Strepsiades in the Clouds, for exam
ple—could have swapped stories with the patriarchs or with the
fether of the Prodigal Son, and both might come to appreciate,
after afew weeks ofobservation, the affection that lies beneath
the bizarre rituals offamily life inNew Guinea orNew Jersey.

There is, in fact, awealth ofsolid information, from histori
ans and anthropologists, on non-Western cultures, and despite
the creative richness and ingenuity men and women have dis
played in devising exotic fomis of manriage and family, they
converge upon ahuman norni of amonogamous pair mated
more or less for life and dedicated to the happiness and well-be
ing oftheir children.

The keys to understanding this universal phenomenon are
not hard to find. Human children require prolonged care and
socialization, which necessitates a degree ofparental commit
ment not required even of chimpanzees. Although the con
tours ofthe male/female division oflabor may vary slightly
from age to age and tribe to tribe, they are far from arbitrary:
Men, being bigger, stronger, and more aggressive, are univer
sally hunters, warriors, and statesmen; women, who are hor-
monally and neurologically programmed for nurturing and
compassion, have charge of the softer side of life (which often
involves the harder work).

There may be specific biological differences in human be
ings that nudge us in the direction of marriage, but even if
there were not, the sexual dimorphism of our species, when
combined with the extended care needed by our children,
would make the institution inevitable inall but the most des
perately sick societies. Iknow there are young men and wom
enwho have concluded that ours is one ofthose sick societies,
but cheer up. If they are right, we shall simply disappear, and
good riddance.

The family is universal, an inevitable institubon created out
ofour very nature. Governments did not invent it, and most, if
not all, state interventions into the family are destructive. This
is clear not just from policies that unden^ine family autono
my—compulsory schooling, laws on delinquency and child
abuse, no-fault divorce-but even more from tax policies that
confiscate (in my case) over half the family's household in
come to waste on pernicious follies like Star Wars defense
systems, free infanticide, and the subsidies for drugs, crime,
and illegitimacy which, in polite usage, are called welfare.
We have to quit talking about what governments can do to save
the family and concentrate on undoing all their massive efforts
to impoverish families and undermine their autonoiny.

The family is not some rare exotic art form, like stained glass,
whose secrets must be preserved and drilled into generation af
ter generation ofhuman beings. Two dumb kids stranded on a
desert island would reinvent manriage and family witfiout any
prompting. Marriage and family are natural institutions, and
although they can be corrupted, distorted, and damaged by hu
man arrogance and folly, the results will always be the same; so
cial collapse followed by arenewal ofall the ancient and beau-
tifril things without which human life is impossible. If we
could ever succeed in lifting the dead hand ofgovernment
from our everyday lives—cutting taxes and rolling back virtual
ly all the social legislation of the past 100 years-we should not
have to worry about the family. American families would take
care ofthemselves, as they have always done. ^
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DICTATIONS

^^JSTalues Clarifical^n. ' vr - '

I:'-family^ues^ is one of those politfcal slogai^^
'Vr rH, tfiat promKes-much and delivers nothing. Itfs?

rfhpwevmit IS gOTei^yfavuelroni start xon^n^^^^^ ]

-v^tUFvr^Qnpnueyjcg»i£pE^ep^^i^^

' .inBerlin)playing upon thesubjective; and objectivemean-

v^dopenyupfliejw^^ed^a^^
mide^tar^^ ^

^principle, considefffamily vali^^ When we speak of ^
various moral principles offainily:life, weknow what we
mean: .thati '̂for exampIe,';abortion: is homicide or that a j

' rWrtrt t*rKrt;rlivnrf»^ onff woiTiattaiidrmaiTieiS'another, is- '

-lyour values^»If,l^av^e mine, andso^ eaqhrofus sticl^ ,
I^tri hiss^Q^\^ej6^t^rie5&rr^we;^

:ketplac^^pric4;^d(yaliie^^ room for;Western'
fstvaliies and Eaisfe^iy^ues^^^ rugged indi-
i^vidualistvalues,.and wheii'we go down into thatr market-
-place, we exchange ideas and presumably swap yalues. It
' is no doubtvery convenient for politicians and.undeisecr
t- retanes-ofeducation, whoi; want tobase their: campai^

on"Chnstian values" without ever letting onwhat they ):
^actually stand fori^lmt^oinie who lises"values"^
iiw&piit the qudtatibii marks^ iS; probably trying topass;
counterfeit money inthe marketplace ofid^.,

^ ^Humpty Dumpty


