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ABSTRACT 

 

This dissertation explores how ―the family‖ has been defined and invoked in U.S. 

national policymaking over the past fifty years. Through a series of case studies, I 

examine how politicians and activists have employed the rhetoric of ―family values‖ in 

policymaking discussions about welfare reform in the early 1960s, women‘s rights during 

the 1960s through the early 1980s, so-called ―pro-family‖ policies during the 1980s and 

early 1990s, and same-sex marriage during the 1990s and 2000s. Over the past fifty 

years, both conservatives and liberals used ―the family‖ and ―family values‖ as a political 

and rhetorical resource. These constructs, in turn, have functioned rhetorically to both 

expand public conceptions of ―the family‖ and reinforce the value of the ―traditional‖ 

family ideal.  
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Chapter 1  
 

Introduction  

The June 2003 Supreme Court ruling in the Lawrence v. Texas case signified an 

important moment in contemporary U.S. history and opened a new chapter in the nation‘s 

ongoing culture wars. The Supreme Court‘s decision to overturn Texas‘s sodomy laws 

and to extend the right of privacy to gay men and lesbians forced many to acknowledge 

the nation‘s shifting attitude towards homosexuality. Gay rights advocates celebrated the 

ruling as a triumph that would pave the way for further legal advances and equal rights. 

Conservative leaders and organizations condemned the ruling for the exact same reason. 

Supreme Court Justice Antonin Scalia, for instance, wrote that the decision ―called into 

question‖ state laws against bigamy, same-sex marriage, adultery, and obscenity.
1
 

Historian George Chauncey argued that Scalia‘s criticism that the Court made ―no effort 

to cabin the scope of its decision to exclude them from its holding‖ exemplified the right-

wing‘s fear that the ―expansive language made marriage rights for gay couples the next 

logical step.‖
2
 In an effort to prevent this possible outcome, conservative lawmakers 

announced their support for a constitutional amendment banning same-sex marriage. 

Pressure for the amendment dramatically increased in November 2003 when the 

Massachusetts Supreme Court reversed the state‘s ban on same-sex marriage. The 

Court‘s announcement that same-sex couples possessed the right to marry incited a 

thunderous outcry from leading conservatives, including President George W. Bush, who 

issued a formal proclamation in opposition to the ruling. Bush stated: ―Marriage is a 
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sacred institution between a man and a woman. Today‘s decision of the Massachusetts 

Supreme Judicial Court violates this important principle. I will work with congressional 

leaders and others to do what is legally necessary to defend the sanctity of marriage.‖
3
 

The following February, Bush officially called for a constitutional amendment 

prohibiting same-sex marriage. He stated: ―Decisive and democratic action is needed, 

because attempts to redefine marriage in a single state or city could have serious 

consequences throughout the country.‖
4 

Describing same-sex marriage as a threat to the 

―welfare of children and the stability of society,‖ Bush called upon all Americans to help 

preserve ―one of our most basic social institutions.‖ 

The recent same-sex marriage debate is not the first time that ―the family‖ has 

been at the center of political and social controversy. Scholars generally trace the 

beginnings of the contemporary debates over ―the family‖ and ―family values‖ back to at 

least the early 1960s, when President John F. Kennedy announced that strengthening 

family life and encouraging self-support would be the focus of his welfare reforms. In 

1961, the administration proposed the Aid to Dependent Children—Unemployed Parents 

program (ADC-UP), a temporary measure designed to discourage family breakup by 

making unemployed two-parent homes eligible for federal public assistance. The 

provisional measure—which allowed able-bodied males to receive federal public 

assistance for the first time in U.S. history—passed quickly and quietly through 

Congress, signaling widespread political agreement on the need for welfare reform and 

establishing a precedent for governmental efforts to promote family stability.  

A few months after ADC-UP‘s passage, the city of Newburgh, New York, 

sparked a national debate about welfare reform when it revealed a controversial plan to 
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cut local welfare costs. Newburgh‘s stringent work and eligibility requirements, its 

restrictions on ADC recipients, and its three-month assistance limit ―catapulted welfare to 

the forefront of national attention.‖
5
 Despite widespread public support for Newburgh‘s 

―get tough‖ measures, the Kennedy administration proposed an increase in welfare 

spending and programs in February 1962. The quick passage of Kennedy‘s 1962 welfare 

reform bill showed that, in spite of public antipathy toward increasing welfare, federal 

policymakers were largely committed to promoting the health and stability of needy 

families.  

During the 1960s through the early 1980s, politicians and activists invoked ―the 

family‖ in debates over women‘s rights. Citing changing gender roles as evidence of 

shifting cultural norms, women‘s rights advocates called for federal and state 

policymakers to support progressive policies that dealt with the realities of modern family 

life. Congress‘s support for the Equal Pay Act of 1963—which prohibited sex-based 

discrimination in the wage system—and its passage in 1972 of the Equal Rights 

Amendment (ERA)—which prohibited sex-based discrimination in the nation‘s laws and 

policies—suggested that the government had endorsed the need to update the nation‘s 

laws to reflect the changes in gender roles and family life. However, the ideological 

battles that broke out during the ERA‘s ten-year ratification process and the amendment‘s 

eventual defeat showed that many Americans remained unwilling to substitute new 

definitions of ―family‖ and ―family values‖ for more traditional ideas.  

Throughout the 1980s and early 1990s, competing definitions of ―family‖ were at 

the heart of the so-called ―culture wars,‖ as policymakers invoked ―the family‖ in debates 

over tax reform, child care, and other workplace policies. The Reagan administration‘s 
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support of ―traditional‖ social values and its opposition to the expanded role of 

government contributed to the success of the Tax Reform Act of 1986, which reduced 

federal tax rates, thereby reducing the amount of money available for social welfare 

programs. In response, liberal lawmakers proposed new legislation designed to ―confront 

comprehensively the issues affecting‖ the nation‘s families.
6
 Although the passage of the 

a federal child care bill in 1990 and the Family and Medical Leave Act of 1993 suggested 

a greater willingness by Congress to assume a more expansive role in addressing family 

issues, the contentious debates leading up to the bills‘ passage suggested that many 

federal policymakers remained largely committed to traditional family ideals.  

Just as they had in past debates over welfare, women‘s rights, and federal ―family 

policies,‖ disputes over the definition of ―the family‖ and the proper role of the 

government in promoting ―family values‖ have been central to the debate over same-sex 

marriage. Politicians and activists on both sides of the debate have invoked ―the family‖ 

as a political and rhetorical resource. The conservative viewpoint, for example, opposes 

same-sex marriages on the grounds that they undermine ―traditional family values‖ and 

threaten ―the family‖ and the institution of marriage. The more liberal perspective, on the 

other hand, argues that same-sex marriages strengthen families and the institution of 

marriage by providing more opportunities for loving families and more available homes 

for orphaned children. With both sides claiming to represent the best interests of ―the 

family,‖ the recent same-sex marriage debates reveal that disputes over ―the family‖ and 

―family values‖ are as contentious now as they have been in the past.  

For more than fifty years now, the rhetoric of ―family values‖ has played a central 

role in federal policymaking in a variety of contexts. But rhetoric scholars have paid 
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limited attention to the rhetoric of family values. Dana Cloud has suggested that this is 

perhaps because of a perception that such rhetoric has been ―marginal to mainstream 

politics‖ or ―unsuccessful in the long term.‖
7
 Yet, as I have already pointed out, the 

rhetoric of family values has played a crucial role in a number of important policy 

debates since the 1960s, including welfare reform, women‘s rights, tax reform, workplace 

issues, and same-sex marriage. This study analyzes the rhetoric of these debates in an 

effort to illustrate how ―the family‖ has functioned as a potent political and rhetorical 

resource and to illustrate how that rhetoric relates to the changing role of the federal 

government in social policy and the so-called ―culture wars.‖ 

Each chapter in this study focuses on an important moment in the history of 

political debates over ―the family‖ and ―family values‖ in the United States. With regard 

to those various moments, this study investigates the following questions: How did the 

successful lobbying for the early 1960s welfare reform bills pave the way for increased 

governmental involvement in family affairs? How did the 1960s through the early 1980s 

debates over women‘s rights and women‘s changing roles rhetorically frame the 

boundaries of family politics? How did the so-called Reagan revolution affect debates 

over ―the family‖ and ―family values‖ during the 1980s and early 1990s? How have 

conceptions of ―the family‖ and ―family values‖ functioned as a rhetorical resource for 

both liberals and conservatives during the 1990s and 2000s debates over same-sex 

marriage?  

Common sense would suggest that as American families have changed over time, 

so too would the rhetoric of ―family values.‖ This analysis, however, shows that while 

federal policymakers have reacted to changes in American family life, there remains a 
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certain nostalgia, a sort of longing for a mythologized past, in the rhetoric that most 

politicians use to talk about families and ―family values.‖ This nostalgic memory of the 

mythic nuclear family is manifested in the rhetoric of politicians on both the right and the 

left, and has influenced the outcome of all of these debates over social and economic 

policy. The consequences of these nostalgic images have significant implications not only 

for the families they exclude, but also for the families they are ostensibly designed to 

support.  

In order to provide context for this study, I discuss the politics of the family in the 

U.S. since the 1960s and reflect on some of the reasons why debates over family policies 

have ignited such heated controversy. I review some of the relevant sociological, 

historical, and rhetorical literature on ―the family‖ and ―family values,‖ noting some 

areas of scholarly agreement as well as some gaps and controversies in our understanding 

of the subject. I describe my critical approach and perspective on the rhetoric of family 

values and preview the chapters of this study. I discuss the contributions I make to our 

understanding of the rhetoric of ―the family‖ and ―family values‖ and reflect upon the 

―lessons‖ we might learn through a more in-depth investigation of the topic.  

The Family in U.S. Politics: Issues in the Debates 

Throughout U.S. history, Americans have expressed profound anxiety over the 

strength and stability of the family. James Davison Hunter, professor of sociology and 

religious studies, offers an 1892 report to the National Congregational Council as one 

illustration of this concern. ―Much of the very mechanism of our modern life . . . is 
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destructive of the family,‖ the report stated.
8
 More than a century later, the topic of 

―family‖ continues to generate intense concern and controversy. Our nation‘s debates 

over the health of ―the family,‖ reproductive rights, and the politics of sexuality are, 

feminist sociologist Judith Stacey has noted, ―the most polarized, militant, and socially 

divisive in the world.‖
9
 While other industrialized countries have had debates over many 

of the same issues, Stacey concludes, ―no society has yet to come close to our 

expenditure of politicized rhetoric over family crisis.‖
10

  

Why has the family been such a contentious topic in U.S. politics? Linguist 

George Lakoff has suggested one reason: because the concept of family is so integral to 

the nation‘s collective identity. Family, Lakoff argues, is ―one of the most common ways 

we have of conceptualizing what a nation is.‖
11

 He points to allusions to the nation‘s 

―founding fathers‖ or to ―Big Brother‖ as examples of the family metaphors that 

permeate our talk about government and its relationship to society. Historian Wendy 

Kozal has offered additional evidence that American national identity is rooted in familial 

language and images. She writes: 

Nationality often coalesces around ethnic or racial identities. In the United States, 

however, national identity is based on more abstract concepts of liberty, 

democracy, and citizenship. Family ideals and obligations function to mediate 

those abstract concepts and offer a source of identification because family is a site 

of emotional attachment and personal commitments.
12

  

Family, it seems, not only plays a vital role in defining America—a task that Hunter 

argues is ―on its own terms, intrinsically prone to intense political contention‖
13

—but 

also shapes the way Americans understand their connections to the larger society. 
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Challenges to long-standing or ―traditional‖ definitions of family, not surprisingly, spark 

much controversy and resistance.  

Although family-related issues have long provoked intense political controversy, 

recent debates over the family have been particularly heated. Hunter explains that earlier 

generations shared a ―general cultural agreement about what exactly it was that was being 

threatened and, therefore, what it was that needed defending.‖
14

 Through much of 

American history, the ―nature and contours of the family were never publicly in doubt.‖ 

Today, however, that consensus no longer exists. Hunter argues that the recent debates 

over ―the family‖ have reflected the ―fundamentally different assumptions and world 

views of the antagonists.‖ The issue is no longer about whether the family is failing or 

surviving. Rather, the contest now is ―over what constitutes a family in the first place.‖ 

Shifting the discussion from what needs to be done to ―save‖ ―the family‖ to what sorts 

of family deserve to be ―saved‖ has brought fundamentally opposed perspectives into 

sharper conflict.  

Competing Perspectives  

Empirical studies and population censuses have confirmed that families have been 

undergoing a ―social transformation.‖
15

 Increases in divorces, remarriages, female-

headed homes, working mothers and wives, and same-sex couples have brought about 

changes in family structure that have raised new concerns about the state of the American 

family.
16

 Scholars generally agree that these changes are occurring.
17

 Whether they 

represent a decline of the family or might be seen as natural or even positive 
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developments, however, has been the subject of contentious debate. Is the American 

family in crisis? Should federal policymakers promote the ―traditional,‖ nuclear family as 

the norm or the ideal? A review of scholarly literature about the current state of U.S. 

families suggests that the answer depends on one‘s definition of ―the family‖ and one‘s 

view of the social values a family should uphold.  

The culture wars hinge upon two competing attitudes toward family issues. One 

approach argues that the ―traditional family‖ is in crisis and advocates personal 

responsibility as the solution to a perceived decline of ―family values.‖ The other 

approach views changes in the nature of the family as a natural part of the evolution of 

society; some even argue that the ideal ―traditional‖ family never really existed in the 

first place. These two perspectives reflect, in turn, the conservative and liberal world 

views that Lakoff has argued are definitive of contemporary cultural politics. According 

to Lakoff, the conservative perspective embraces a ―strict father morality‖ grounded in 

the conception of the ―traditional nuclear family.‖
18

 This family system upholds values 

like self-reliance and self-discipline and reinforces conventional gender roles. The liberal 

perspective, on the other hand, promotes a ―nurturant parent morality,‖ emphasizing love, 

empathy, and care-taking as its primary values. Communication and respect are central to 

this system‘s success. Lakoff explains that advocates of the two systems invoke many of 

the same moral principles ―but give them opposing priorities‖:  

What we have here are two different forms of family-based morality. What links 

them to politics is a common understanding of the nation as a family, with the 

government as parent. Thus, it is natural for liberals to see it as the function of the 

government to help people in need and hence to support social programs, while it 
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is equally natural for conservatives to see the function of the government as 

requiring citizens to be self-disciplined and self-reliant and, therefore, to help 

themselves.
19

 

These fundamentally opposing worldviews inhibit antagonists‘ ability to understand the 

ideals and arguments of their opponents. Thus, resolving controversies over ―family 

values‖ is difficult, and it becomes virtually impossible to achieve consensus on family-

oriented policies. Diverging perspectives on the very definition of ―family‖ and the 

characteristics of a ―normal‖ or ―healthy‖ family complicate these issues even further.  

The Family as a Rhetorical Construct 

Most of the disputes within the family policy debates center on Americans‘ failure 

to distinguish between the family as a sociological phenomenon and ―the family‖ as a 

rhetorical construct. Americans ―speak of families as though we all knew what families 

are,‖ psychiatrist R.D. Laing has written.
20

 ―We identify families as networks of people 

who live together over time, who have ties of marriage and kinship to one another.‖ 

However, Laing and other scholars have shown that ―the family‖ is not a precise label for 

any particular institution or social arrangement, but rather a social construct that has had 

different meanings and functions in various social contexts across time.  

Many scholars, mostly feminists, have challenged the traditional sociological 

definition of ―the family‖ as a unit composed of a married heterosexual couple and their 

children. For example, sociologist Patricia Hill Collins argues that the term ―family‖ can 

be used to describe a variety of groups within society, ranging from ―geographically 
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identifiable, racially segregated neighborhoods conceptualized as imagined families,‖ to 

―so-called racial families codified in science and law,‖ to ―the U.S. nation-state 

conceptualized as a national family.‖
21

 Expanding the conception of ―family‖ to include 

these non-biological social groups and affiliations, Collins shows how the term ―family‖ 

can be used for multiple rhetorical purposes in diverse contexts.  

Other scholars have disputed that even biological families have distinctive 

characteristics. Laing, for example, observes few differences between the nature and 

functions of biological families and other groups in society. He observes that the more 

one studies family dynamics, ―the more unclear one becomes as to the ways family 

dynamics compare and contrast with other groups not called families.‖
22

 Devoid of any 

essential characteristics that make them unique, Laing concludes, the ―family‖ consists 

largely of a set of cultural, social, and historical expectations at particular points in 

history.  

All together, these observations point to the conclusion that ―the family‖ is best 

understood as a rhetorical construct—a term that is defined and conceptualized 

differently by different cultures at particular moments in history. Indeed, historical 

analyses of the U.S. family‘s development from the nation‘s founding to contemporary 

times demonstrate that even within the United States the meaning of ―family‖ has 

―always been in flux.‖
23

 In American history, ―the family‖ has never been a fixed or 

stable entity with clearly defined functions and responsibilities. Instead, ―family‖ has 

been the site of intense political and cultural conflict; it is a term that has been vigorously 

contested in a wide variety of contexts. As a rhetorical phenomenon, ―the family‖ is one 

of those abstractions that assumes more concrete meaning only in particular contexts. But 
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it is also a potent ideological symbol, which helps to explain why debates over ―the 

family‖ invariably seem so contentious.  

The American Family Ideal 

For many Americans, ―the family‖ describes a tradition and an ideal that society 

should uphold as a model.
24

 Family sociologist David Popenoe discusses the 

characteristics often used to describe this historically White Anglo-Saxon Protestant 

(WASP) model. The ―traditional‖ family is ―situated apart from both the larger kin group 

and the workplace; focused on the procreation of children; and consisting of a legal, 

lifelong, sexually exclusive, heterosexual, monogamous marriage, based on affection and 

companionship, in which there is a sharp division of labor, with the female as full-time 

housewife and the male as primary provider and ultimate authority.‖
25

 This ideal, 

grounded in a nineteenth century conception of family life and loosely modeled after the 

post-World War II middle-class nuclear family, allegedly captures the essence of the 

American family in its ―golden age‖; it symbolically represents the simplicity and 

prosperity of the past. According to historian Stephanie Coontz, this nostalgic image 

often leaves Americans longing for ―the way things used to be.‖
26

  

Yet as Coontz and others have argued, this ―traditional‖ family is largely 

mythical; it never really existed, at least for most Americans. In her groundbreaking 

book, The Way We Never Were, Coontz draws upon historical and statistical data to show 

that, like most visions of a ―golden age,‖ the traditional family ―evaporates on closer 

examination.‖
27

 Coontz argues that the idyllic image of 1950s family life often masked 
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the realities and complexities families faced at the time. Pointing out that one-third of 

native born, white families could not survive on one income alone, and that minority 

families were ―almost entirely excluded‖ from the opportunities and gains enjoyed by 

white families, Coontz reveals the exclusionary nature and white, middle-class bias of the 

traditional ideal.
28

 

Similarly, historian John Gillis has argued that we ―live by‖ the ideals of what he 

calls ―imagined families.‖
29

 Like the traditional family, imagined families are 

―constituted through myth, ritual and image‖ and, unlike the actual families we live in, 

they are ―never allowed to let us down.‖ Americans expect imagined families to be 

forever nurturing and protecting and ―will go to any lengths to ensure that they are so, 

even if it means mystifying the realities of family life.‖ Arguing that all families are 

―imagined‖ and therefore in some measure mythical, Gillis points to the main reason that 

―the family‖ has been the site of such contentious political debate in U.S. history: because 

all families are, in a sense, rhetorical constructions judged against the standards of an 

unobtainable social ideal.  

The Rhetoric of “Family Values” 

Although feminist and other intellectuals have clearly identified the rhetorical 

nature of the family ideal, few scholars have explored how the ―the family‖ has 

functioned as a persuasive force in political and social controversies. Dana Cloud, a 

rhetoric scholar, asserts that ―the family‖ is an ideograph, which Michael Calvin McGee 

defined as a ―high-order abstraction representing collective commitment to a particular 
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but equivocal and ill-defined normative goal.‖
30

 ―The family‖ is persuasive because, like 

other ideographs, it is ―abstract, easily recognized,‖ and evokes ―near-universal and rapid 

identification within a culture.‖ Cloud‘s analysis of the ―family values‖ issue in the 1992 

presidential campaign begins to suggest why the family ideograph provokes such passion 

in political debates. Yet limited to just that campaign, Cloud‘s work provides no sense of 

how ―the family‖ has evolved as a political or rhetorical construct or how it became such 

a contentious issue in contemporary politics. Nor does she show how ―the family‖ has 

been transformed by changing contexts and controversies or how it has influenced public 

policy debates over such issues as women‘s rights or same-sex marriage. 

Other rhetorical scholars have studied how ―the family‖ has functioned 

rhetorically in particular policy contexts. Robert Asen, for instance, has examined images 

of ―the family‖ in welfare debates. Examining debates over welfare from the early 1900s 

to the 1970s, he found that portrayals of female-headed homes changed from positive 

depictions of single mothers deserving of support to negative portrayals of allegedly 

undeserving, welfare-dependent mothers in the 1960s and 1970s.
31

 Lisa Gring-Pemble 

likewise has illuminated how negative portraits of single mothers were used to justify the 

―end of welfare as we know it‖ in the 1990s. Examining the hearings and debates over 

the Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity Act of 1996 (PRWOA), she found 

that policymakers held up a ―classic normal family‖ as the ideal, thereby justifying a 

responsibility-based approach to the welfare reform legislation.
32

  

This study goes beyond these earlier investigations to examine the rhetoric of 

family values in a wider variety of policy debates over a longer period of time. My goal is 

not to resolve the controversies over ―family values‖ in these or other debates, nor do I 
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aspire to determine which definitions of ―family‖ have been morally or statistically right 

or to settle the debates over the government‘s proper role in family life.
33

 Instead, I adopt 

an approach similar to Cloud‘s, investigating how ―the family‖ has been invoked or 

deployed rhetorically in various policy debates over the last fifty years. Focusing on key 

moments when the meaning of ―the family‖ and ―family values‖ have been hotly 

contested in political debate, I begin by more closely examining the political arguments 

that defined, redefined, or otherwise transformed the meaning of ―family‖ and related 

terms in the last half of the twentieth century. Then I analyze the underlying ideological 

worldviews that gave rise to or shaped those political arguments. I explore the 

implications of these debates for family policy and, by extension, American families. 

Within each chapter, I show how both conservatives and liberals have used ―the family‖ 

and ―family values‖ as a political resource in a variety of policymaking discussions and I 

show how these constructs functioned rhetorically to change the meaning of ―family‖ and 

―family values‖ over time.  

Unlike Coontz, I do not approach the debate over ―the family‖ and ―family 

values‖ as ―artificial‖ or merely rhetorical.
34

 Rather, I argue that rhetoric has played an 

essential role in defining the very meaning of ―family,‖ and I investigate how politicians 

have invoked ―the family‖ and ―family values‖ to justify an expansion of federal 

intervention in family life. As a rhetorical critic, I am interested in the processes of public 

persuasion or, more simply, ―how symbols influence people.‖
35

 Rhetorical critics analyze 

and interpret messages and meanings, focusing on the symbolic nature of 

communication. They explore the significance of how people frame political issues, how 

they structure their messages, the language and terminology they employ, and the 
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methods by which they deliver their messages to larger audiences.
36

 In short, rhetoric 

scholar Garth Pauley explains, rhetorical criticism is the ―systematic interpretation and 

evaluation of public messages aimed at inducing shared meaning among people.‖
 37

 This 

study contributes to our understanding of how political rhetoric has shaped our nation‘s 

conception of ―the family‖ and the government‘s role in family life over the past fifty 

years. By attending closely to the rhetoric of ―family‖ and ―family values,‖ I identify 

patterns of argument, the values and assumptions that underlie those arguments, and the 

policy implications of competing conceptions of ―family‖ in debates ranging from the 

welfare reform debates of the 1960s to the continuing debate over same-sex marriage in 

America.  

Outline of Chapters 

Chapter 2 of this study returns to the origins of the contemporary debates over 

―the family‖ by investigating how radically different portraits of needy families underlay 

competing perspectives on welfare reform in the early 1960s. During the debates over the 

1961 Aid to Dependent Children—Unemployed Parents program (ADC-UP), the 

Kennedy administration and other liberal policymakers justified temporarily expanding 

welfare spending and coverage by popularizing images of welfare recipients as struggling 

families and hungry children. Whereas federal policymakers endorsed expanding welfare 

programs, some local and state policymakers introduced plans designed to restrict welfare 

spending and coverage. In 1961, supporters of the ―Newburgh Plan‖–a particularly 

divisive initiative—justified the controversial reform proposals by portraying the plan‘s 
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intended recipients as cheats, chiselers, and social parasites. During the debates over the 

Public Welfare Amendments of 1962, the bill‘s proponents tried to negotiate these 

competing depictions and create a bipartisan coalition that made welfare reform—and 

further governmental intervention in family affairs—possible by portraying welfare 

families as ―fixable‖ deviants.
38

 These debates set the stage for future family debates by 

defining a family ideal and providing a justification for increased governmental 

intervention in ―family‖ affairs.  

Chapter 3 explores how ―the family‖ and ―family values‖ were implicated in 

debates over women‘s rights in the 1960s through the early 1980s. In the rhetoric 

surrounding the Equal Pay Act of 1963 (EPA), the proponents effectively established the 

need for the bill by portraying the intended recipients as hardworking women struggling 

to support themselves and their families. Advocates of the Equal Rights Amendment 

(ERA)—a bill designed to promote women‘s and men‘s complete equality—generated 

support for the amendment and a reconception of family roles in the early 1970s by 

portraying U.S. families as being constrained by outdated conceptions of family life and 

gender roles. Conservative groups and policymakers fought to defend ―traditional family 

values‖ against these changes in the public anti-ERA campaign conducted by Phyllis 

Schlafly and other conservative activists and groups to defeat the amendment during the 

state ratification process. ERA opponents brought about the amendment‘s defeat by 

portraying the ERA and the women‘s movement as a threat to women, families, and 

society. The debates over women‘s rights helped to transform the ―family‖ issue from 

questions about whether the government ought to be involved in such issues at all to 
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debates over what sorts of families and ―family values‖ the government ought to 

promote.
 
 

Chapter 4 explores conservative and liberal policymakers‘ efforts to promote so-

called ―pro-family‖ policies during the 1980s and early 1990s. The Reagan 

administration and other policymakers in the mid-1980s justified the passage of the Tax 

Reform Act of 1986 by portraying American families as being ―burdened‖ by excessive 

taxes and government intervention. Liberal policymakers promoted federal funding for 

child care in the late 1980s by portraying the bill‘s intended recipients as helpless 

children worthy of the nation‘s support. In the late 1980s and early 1990s congressional 

hearings about family and medical leave policy, advocates of the Family and Medical 

Leave Act benefited from the widespread belief that the bill would prevent working 

families from having to choose between their work and family responsibilities. These 

debates shifted the family policy conversations from what types of families the 

government should support to discussions about how the federal government could best 

support American families.  

Chapter 5 investigates the rhetoric of the debates over same-sex marriage in the 

1990s and 2000s, focusing on how both opponents and proponents invoked ―the family‖ 

in support of their positions. Federal policymakers justified the need for the Defense of 

Marriage Act of 1996—which created a federal definition of marriage as being between a 

man and a woman and declared that neither the federal government nor any state needed 

to recognize a same-sex marriage performed by another state—by portraying the bill as a 

moderate measure designed to protect the ―traditional‖ definition of marriage and the 

people‘s right to define it. Gay rights advocates persuaded the Massachusetts Supreme 



www.manaraa.com

19 

 

Court to legalize same-sex marriage in 2003 by portraying same-sex couples as loving, 

committed families worthy of equal marital rights and protections. During the recent 

congressional hearings surrounding the Federal Marriage Amendment, the bill‘s 

proponents tried to generate support for codifying marriage as an exclusively 

heterosexual, monogamous institution by portraying same-sex marriages as a threat to 

traditional marriage and families. These debates altered the broader family policy 

discussions from disputes about what type of policies the federal government should 

promote to debates about what ―counts‖ as a ―family‖ in contemporary society and to 

what extent the federal government should involve itself in family affairs. 

The concluding chapter revisits the arguments of the dissertation, identifies the 

recurrent rhetorical strategies and patterns in debates over ―the family,‖ and draws out the 

larger implications for the study of family politics. The conclusion offers some additional 

explanations for the continued political interest in families and assesses the potential 

impact of these debates on future governmental policies affecting families.  
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Chapter 2  
 

The Rhetoric of Family Values in the 1961-1962 Welfare Reform Debates 

The Social Security Act (SSA) of 1935 established the Aid to Dependent Children 

(ADC) program to protect the nation‘s dependent children from poverty.
1
 Described by 

the 1934 President‘s Committee on Economic Security as a ―defense measure for 

children,‖ ADC made federal funds available to assist states in the care of needy 

dependent children deprived of parental support because of death, desertion, or 

disability.
2
 A federal version of some existing state-level assistance programs, ADC 

affirmed the idea that needy dependent children were ―deserving‖ of assistance and ―had 

to have federal help.‖
3
  

For the most part, the nature and objectives of the nation‘s ADC program 

remained largely unchanged between 1935 and 1960.
4
 During that time, however, the 

problems and circumstances facing America‘s low-income families changed 

dramatically. Divorce, separation, desertion, and illegitimate birth rates all rose, resulting 

in a dramatic growth in the number of dependent children and single mothers. Lower 

infant mortality rates resulted in more needy children. Racism and discrimination 

prevented millions of minorities from receiving the education, training, and opportunities 

they needed to achieve social and economic independence. Technological advances 

brought about changes in the workforce, leaving many unskilled workers ill-prepared to 

compete in the workplace and thus unable to support themselves and their families. A 

series of economic recessions during the 1950s and early 1960s further contributed to 
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increased unemployment rates. All in all, these changes in U.S. social and family life 

resulted in a significant increase in the number of needy Americans and laid the 

foundation for a contentious debate about welfare reform.  

The 1961-1962 welfare reform debates are important to a study of the rhetoric of 

family values in U.S. national policymaking because they politicized ―the family,‖ 

reinforced the ―traditional‖ family model as the ideal, and helped establish a foundation 

for the federal government‘s involvement in family affairs. Historian Walter I. Trattner 

has argued that ―by putting the power of the White House and the federal bureaucracy 

behind the drive for welfare reform—or at least the notion that the federal government 

had the responsibility to help poor Americans help themselves—Kennedy shattered the 

relative complacency that characterized the previous decade, and his successor, Lyndon 

B. Johnson, followed suit.‖
5
 Similarly, Mimi Abramovitz notes that the period marked a 

―move from [welfare] assault to reform‖ and points to the Public Welfare Amendments of 

1962 as evidence of an ―expanded family focus‖ in social welfare policy.
 6

 

Rhetoric scholar Robert Asen has explored how policymakers depicted women 

during the 1962 welfare reform debates. This study builds on Asen‘s work by analyzing 

how liberal and conservative policymakers invoked ―the family‖ in support of three 

welfare reform proposals that generated widespread support: the 1961 Aid to Dependent 

Children—Unemployed Parents (ADC-UP) program, the Kennedy administration‘s 

initiative to temporarily expand federal public assistance benefits to children in two-

parent homes where both parents were unemployed; the so-called ―Newburgh Plan,‖ one 

small city‘s plan to reduce welfare costs and minimize the number of families on the 

city‘s welfare roll; and the Public Welfare Amendments of 1962, the Kennedy 
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administration‘s proposals to extend the ADC-UP program, expand welfare coverage, 

and increase funding for rehabilitative services.  

During the 1961 debates over the ADC-UP program, the Kennedy administration 

benefited from the widespread belief that the intended recipients were needy children 

who came from hard-working, morally righteous families. In the months following ADC-

UP‘s passage, the supporters of the Newburgh Plan helped justify the plan‘s controversial 

measures to cut welfare costs and reduce the welfare rolls by portraying the bill‘s 

intended recipients as cheats, chiselers, and social parasites. The Kennedy administration 

and other proponents of increased welfare programs tried to reconcile these competing 

images of welfare recipients and win bipartisan support for welfare reform by portraying 

dependent families as ―fixable‖ deviants and thereby casting public assistance as a good 

investment in America‘s future. Although the participants offered competing depictions 

of welfare families, both liberals and conservatives contributed to a negative image of 

impoverished single-parent families as morally deficient and socially undesirable. In the 

process, they laid the foundation for even more intrusive governmental intervention in 

family life in the future. 

Helping Those Who Are Poor Through “No Fault of Their Own”: The Rhetoric of 

Compassion in the Debates over the 1961 Aid to Dependent Children—Unemployed 

Parents (ADC-UP) Program 

President John F. Kennedy‘s election paved the way for the enormous growth of 

the welfare state in the 1960s. Prior to entering office, the president-elect had established 

a Task Force on Health and Social Security to review past welfare reform initiatives and 
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identify the ―most immediate necessities for Federal action.‖
7
 The Task Force, chaired by 

New Deal architect Wilbur Cohen, made three recommendations. It called upon the 

administration to propose an amendment to the federal Aid to Dependent Children (ADC) 

program to temporarily extend coverage to needy children of unemployed parents. It 

advised the Secretary of Health, Education, and Welfare (HEW) to submit to the 

President and Congress a more long-range ―family and child welfare services plan‖ 

addressing the problems of needy persons not covered under the Social Security Act. It 

also called for a reorganization of the Department of HEW to ensure that the needs of 

children and families remained at the ―top level of policy decision.‖
8
 By implementing 

these three changes, the Task Force maintained, the administration would overcome some 

of the ―most glaring‖ deficiencies in the existing public welfare system and alleviate 

some of the economic hardships poor families faced.
9
 

The Kennedy administration acted on the Task Force‘s first recommendation 

shortly after taking office. In January 1961, HEW proposed a temporary extension of the 

federal ADC program to include children of unemployed parents. Under the original 

ADC program, states could apply for federal grants to assist in the care of dependent 

children deprived of parental support because of death, desertion, or disability. The new 

Aid to Dependent Children—Unemployed Parents program (ADC-UP) would allow 

states to apply for additional funds to assist children of unemployed parents who had 

exhausted their unemployment benefits or whose benefits were not enough to support 

their family. By providing short-term financial support to families struggling because of 

unemployment, supporters of the change reasoned that the federal government could help 

strengthen families and prevent long-term governmental dependency.  
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Although the program was temporary and the number of families who would be 

eligible was small, the ADC-UP program raised significant questions about the federal 

government‘s role in two-parent family life. Social policy scholars Alfred J. Kahn and 

Sheila B. Kamerman explained that Americans historically have resisted programs for 

―healthy‖ families out of concern that programs for families ―not in trouble‖ would 

―ensure dependence.‖
10

 The ADC-UP program, by offering federal public aid to 

unemployed yet otherwise ―healthy‖ two-parent families, set a new precedent that some 

opponents complained would lead to the federal government‘s intervention in a wide 

range of family affairs.  

Proponents of the ADC-UP program, however, justified the changes with a 

rhetoric of compassion. The proponents described the economic hardships unemployed 

families with children faced, drew attention to the ways in which the existing public 

welfare system supposedly failed to respond to those hardships, and appealed to Congress 

to acknowledge the federal government‘s responsibility to help all needy children. In 

other words, they presented a sympathetic portrait of the victims of unemployment, 

arguing that the families that would benefit from the ADC-UP program were headed by 

―honest, hard-working fathers,‖
11

 ―willing jobseekers,‖ or parents with ―a substantial 

record of employment in the last two years.‖
12

 These families were suffering as a ―result 

of forces not within their own control,‖ according to proponents of the bill, and they 

remained committed to being self-sufficient and turned to public assistance only as a ―last 

resort.‖
13

 The proponents also highlighted the families‘ commitment to family stability, 

noting that despite their economic hardships, they ―still ha[d] pride,‖ or that they ―still 

want[ed] to make a go of it,‖ and ―keep their families together.‖
14

 The proponents 
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acknowledged that some fathers, out of desperation, had ―resorted to real or pretended 

desertion to qualify their children for help.‖
15

 But that was only because the current law 

encouraged them to do so. The majority of parents remained at home, ―prevented by 

conscience and love of family‖ from abandoning their children.
16

 All in all, proponents 

concluded, the families that would benefit from the legislation were good families with 

strong family values. 

Thus, proponents of the ADC-UP program argued that those who would benefit 

from the legislation were ―worthy‖ recipients. They were hardworking families whose 

poverty was the result of failed economic policies, not personal or moral failures. The 

fathers were committed to finding work, and they were hesitant to ask for assistance in 

the first place. They were therefore not likely to become lazy or dependent on the 

government because they received temporary aid. Moreover, proponents of the legislation 

argued that the status quo actually encouraged fathers to leave their children. The ADC 

system was ―not the basic cause of family breakup,‖
17

 but the program‘s eligibility 

requirements placed a ―premium on broken families‖ and provided ―incentives for fathers 

to abandon their children so that they may be fed.‖
18

 John Tramburg of the American 

Public Welfare Association highlighted the need to maintain the integrity of the two-

parent family above all else. He stated: ―It seems to me that the backbone of America lies 

with a strong, moral, decent, honorable family. And when we lose these families, we 

have to go about trying to restore them.‖
19

 Appealing to American‘s concerns about the 

growing number of single-parent homes, the proponents invoked images of the 

traditional, two-parent family to convince Congress of the need for reform. 
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Despite opponents‘ continued concerns that the new legislation would encourage 

still more dependency and invite further governmental intervention in family life, the bill 

extending ADC benefits to unemployed families passed quickly and quietly through 

Congress. Both the House and the Senate passed the legislation on voice votes and, on 

May 8, 1961, President Kennedy signed the legislation into law. Under this new law 

(Pub. L. 87-31), the federal government (1) made grants available to states wishing to 

extend their programs of aid to dependent children to include children deprived of 

parental support or care because of their parent‘s unemployment; (2) broadened the term 

―dependent child‖ to include needy children who had been removed from their homes by 

a court order; and (3) temporarily increased from 80% to 100% the federal government‘s 

share of the costs of training public welfare personnel.
20

 The legislation did not radically 

or permanently change U.S. social welfare policies, but it did mark an important 

milestone in U.S. family policy because it established a relationship between the federal 

government and impoverished two-parent homes and began to revise understandings of 

families worthy or deserving of governmental aid.  

Rewarding “Deserving” Families 

The federal government historically has offered tax breaks and other incentives to 

promote strong families. In declaring that the federal government had a responsibility to 

provide aid to otherwise stable and ―healthy‖ families suffering from unemployment, 

proponents of the ADC-UP program took that obligation one step further. Historian 

James T. Patterson has maintained that, by making two-parent homes eligible for federal 
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public assistance, the ADC-UP program marked a ―liberal step forward in the evolution‖ 

of federal welfare.
21

 At the same time, however, the ADC-UP program rested upon some 

of the same, traditional family values that had been the foundation of social welfare 

policy in America. With the white, two-parent, church-going family still in the backdrop 

as the unspoken ideal, proponents of the ADC-UP legislation said little about heads of 

household that might be female or African American. They argued that some children in 

two-parent homes were ―just as needy‖
22

 as their ADC counterparts, and they argued that 

there was ―no reason‖ why the child of an unemployed father ―should not be fed as well 

as a child in other unfortunate circumstances.‖
23

 But they did not equate the children of 

the unemployed with those of single-parent families. To the contrary, they seemed to 

imply that ADC-UP families were somehow more deserving or moral than families 

supported under the existing ADC program, and they declared it wrong that these 

―deserving‖ families might go hungry while less deserving families received government 

aid.  

These arguments, in turn, had racial implications as well, although few involved 

in the debate explicitly addressed those implications. At the time of the hearing over the 

ADC-UP legislation, the Civil Rights Movement was drawing national attention to 

discriminatory employment practices that doomed many African Americans to poverty 

and the prejudicial ADC policies that allowed states to prevent many impoverished 

African American families from receiving public assistance.
24

 Although the legislation 

technically stood to help some African Americans—at least those who conformed to the 

WASP ideal of a two-parent family—the supporters said little about race or the need to 

eliminate these discriminatory practices. Historian and feminist scholar Jennifer 
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Mittelstadt has suggested that liberal reformers in the late 1950s and 1960s often tried to 

hide the connection between race and welfare as a way to portray the ADC program more 

favorably.
25

 While this may have been a strategy intended to bring about the ADC-UP 

program‘s quick passage, it handicapped the Civil Rights advocates‘ efforts to ensure that 

eligible single- and two-parent African American families received ADC and ADC-UP 

benefits. 

Rejecting Those Who Can Help Themselves: The Rhetoric of Condemnation in the 

1961 Newburgh Plan 

Once it won passage of the temporary extension of welfare benefits to the families 

of the unemployed, the Kennedy administration began its ―intensive study of the 

problems and prospects for public assistance in the next decade.‖
26

 In May 1961, HEW 

Secretary Abraham Ribicoff appointed twenty-five leaders in the social work field to an 

Ad Hoc Committee on Public Welfare and charged them with making recommendations 

for legislation that would provide counseling, job training, and other professional services 

to the nation‘s social welfare recipients. He also asked George K. Wyman, a former 

Deputy Commissioner of Social Security, to propose administrative changes in the 

Children‘s Bureau and the Bureau of Public Assistance, which oversaw many of the 

federal government‘s social welfare programs. He also appealed to social welfare 

professionals and organizations such as the National Social Welfare Assembly and the 

American Public Welfare Association to help the administration in its efforts to better 

understand and prevent welfare dependency. The results of these inquiries, Ribicoff 
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explained, would form ―the core of our basic proposals in the months and the years to 

come.‖
27

 

Just as the Kennedy administration began its study of the welfare system, 

however, a national debate erupted over the results of a seven-month study of welfare 

programs in Newburgh, New York. Charged with finding explanations for a dramatic rise 

in welfare costs, a committee of three citizens in Newburgh, appointed by City Manager 

Joseph McDowell Mitchell, identified four major factors behind the spiraling costs. It 

claimed that the ―arbitrary dictates of the State and Federal Departments of Welfare‖ had 

usurped local control over the programs and driven up costs. It blamed a ―mass migration 

of untrained, uneducated persons . . . lacking in moral standards with no civic pride‖ for 

overburdening the city‘s relief rolls. The committee condemned ―unscrupulous landlords‖ 

who took advantage of the poor and overcharged them for substandard dwellings, in 

effect padding their own pocketbooks at the taxpayers‘ expense. It also blamed the 

―general apathy‖ of the community and emphasized the need for citizens to get involved 

with welfare issues. Without vigorous action to address these four problems, the 

committee concluded, the city could ―do very little to correct the situation.‖
28

 

In response to this report, Newburgh City Manager Mitchell drafted a welfare 

reform plan designed to eliminate fraud, maintain fiscal responsibility, and promote 

morality and a work ethic among welfare recipients in the city. Whereas the ADC-UP bill 

was designed to expand federal assistance to temporarily unemployed but morally upright 

families, the Newburgh plan was designed to eliminate from the welfare rolls those 

families the city deemed unworthy of aid. For instance, the plan advised all ―mothers of 

illegitimate children‖ that if they had any additional children out of wedlock ―they shall 
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be denied relief.‖ The city refused to provide support to—and even threatened to remove 

children from—needy single-parent families where the ―home environment‖ was ―not 

satisfactory.‖ The plan denied relief to all recipients ―physically capable of and available 

for employment‖ who refused a job offer, as well as to newcomers to the city who arrived 

without having a job offer.
29

 The Newburgh city council‘s 13-point plan created an 

unflattering portrait of those on public assistance, characterizing their plight as personal 

and moral failures and setting stricter rules for getting aid.  

The Newburgh Plan clearly violated the humanitarian spirit of the Social Security 

Act and challenged the assumption that all needy families were ―deserving‖ of aid. In the 

city officials‘ public statements in support of the plan, they talked about the plan not with 

a rhetoric of compassion, but rather a rhetoric of condemnation. City Manager Mitchell, 

the spokesman for the plan, and the other proponents drew attention to the alleged abuses 

within the welfare system, argued that the current state and federal laws inhibited the 

city‘s efforts to curb those abuses, and declared that Newburgh‘s tax-payers had a right to 

determine which citizens deserved aid.
30

 Portraying welfare recipients as cheats, 

chiselers, and social parasites, Newburgh city officials helped create a new and 

unsympathetic portrait of welfare recipients.  

The Newburgh Plan targeted two types of ―unworthy‖ families that, its 

proponents claimed, should be removed from the public assistance rolls. The plan 

targeted single-parent families headed by unwed, allegedly promiscuous mothers who, 

according to the plan‘s supporters, lacked the proper family values needed to provide a 

―suitable home‖ for their children. Although these women were capable of gainful 

employment or may have had stable relationships with able-bodied males, they 
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supposedly rejected marriage, preferring instead to ―breed illegitimate children at the 

taxpayers‘ expense.‖
31

 The plan also targeted families headed by idle fathers who 

migrated to the city ―for the purpose of becoming or continuing as public charges.‖
32

 

Like the unwed mothers, these idle fathers, according to supporters of the Newburgh 

plan, were content with ―squat[ting] on the relief rolls forever‖ and making ―more on 

relief than when working.‖ They too lacked proper family values, preferring to use 

welfare funds for the ―purchase of whiskey, automobiles and other indulgences.‖ The 

plan‘s proponents pointed to Newburgh‘s increased rates of illegitimacy, crime, and 

violence, particularly in the ―[w]elfare wards,‖ as evidence of the harm that these ―social 

parasites‖ were causing to the city.
33

  

These negative depictions of the plan‘s intended targets helped provide 

justification for denying the families benefits. Proponents of the Newburgh plan argued 

that the families‘ lack of proper values made them undeserving of aid. They were not 

worthy or moral mothers and fathers who deserved the city‘s compassion. Nor were they 

otherwise sound families struggling with unemployment because of a lack of job 

opportunities. Instead, they were deviants and parasites who preferred to loaf and live off 

their neighbors. The depictions also served as a response to critics who described the bill 

as ―inhumane.‖
34

 Unlike those poor who could not survive without the public‘s support, 

the advocates argued, these families were capable of supporting themselves. By 

eliminating these unworthy families from the rolls, advocates of the plan explained, the 

city would have more funds available to support those who were true victims of 

circumstances and incapable of helping themselves.  
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Proponents of the Newburgh plan claimed to support welfare for those in need. 

City Manager Mitchell explained that the city‘s goal was simply to make the best use of 

the city‘s limited funds ―to safeguard the life and security of the indigent, of the destitute, 

the disabled, the aged, handicapped, and other socially maladjusted citizens.‖
35

 

Newburgh had compassion toward those with real need, he suggested, but they also had a 

responsibility to the broader community. Mitchell concluded that the government ―must 

benefit the people, and its total effect must benefit the people as a whole.‖
36

 And that was 

an argument that apparently appealed to those Americans who expressed concern about 

the growing costs and supposed abuses within the welfare system.  

Although the New York Supreme Court eventually overturned all but one of the 

provisions of Newburgh‘s ―get tough‖ policy, the Newburgh plan nevertheless succeeded 

in calling attention to the alleged problems in the nation‘s welfare system and inspiring 

debate over the basic assumption that all poor people were ―worthy‖ of aid. Commenting 

on ―Newburgh‘s Lessons for the Nation,‖ in a New York Times article, A. H. Raskin 

noted: ―In every major city and state, questions have been raised about the extent to 

which abuses have crept into the relief administration, about whether enough is being 

done to discourage habitual dependency, and about the possibility of reorganization to 

guarantee that communities receive maximum social good for their welfare dollar.‖
37

 

Similarly, a July 28, 1961, Time Magazine article credited Newburgh city officials with 

giving the nation ―cause for some sober second thoughts on the use—and misuse—of 

civil charity.‖
38

 Despite the court decision, Newburgh city officials declared their plan a 

success. During a November 20, 1961, speech to the Detroit Economic Club, City 
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Manager Mitchell declared that, despite a court injunction, the city ―still succeeded‖ in 

reducing its welfare costs and in challenging the entire ―philosophy of welfare.‖
39

  

Racializing the Welfare Debate 

Barely beneath the surface of the debate over the Newburgh plan were concerns 

with a new underclass of African American welfare recipients. Although Newburgh city 

officials denied that their plan was racially motivated, their own public statements reveal 

that many of the rules were targeted at the African American seasonal migrant workers 

who had begun to settle in the area year-round.
40

 In a Reporter Magazine (New York), 

article in August of 1961, Meg Greenfield quoted City Councilman George McKneally as 

stating: ―This is not a racial issue‖ but then adding: ―But there‘s hardly an incentive to a 

naturally lazy people to work if they can exist without working.‖
41

 In a March 1961 

speech, City Manager Joe Mitchell complained that the city‘s principles of welfare were 

being violated ―by this horde of incoming humanity . . . of this never-ending pilgrimage 

from North Carolina to New York.‖
42

 In another speech taped for distribution, Mitchell 

explained that the city‘s welfare plan was ―partly intended to stop the migration of a 

parasitic element into the city.‖
43

 For more than six months, media outlets, including the 

New York Times, the Los Angeles Times, and the Chicago Tribune had picked up on city 

officials‘ references to Newburgh‘s seasonal workers and publicized their claims that 

these ―parasites‖ were contributing to the rising welfare costs and creating new social 

problems in the city.
44

 Although the State Welfare Board provided evidence that the 

city‘s statistics and claims were grossly exaggerated, the responses did little to alter such 
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racialized perceptions. Historian Lisa Levenstein argued that the Newburgh controversy 

―cemented the new association of public assistance with African Americans in the North 

and crystallized a discourse identifying welfare as the cause, not the consequence, of 

urban poverty, joblessness, and illegitimacy.‖
45

 

Thus, the Newburgh controversy marked an important moment in the history of 

the welfare debates. Although Newburgh officials claimed that they were as concerned 

about the needy as anybody, they began a process of demonizing certain classes of 

recipients—most notably, single mothers and ―idle‖ fathers—who they argued, in effect, 

were taking away aid from more ―deserving‖ recipients. Lost in the debate at that point, 

of course, were the nation‘s most vulnerable citizens, the children of those ―undeserving‖ 

recipients targeted by Newburgh‘s plan. At first, the Kennedy administration remained 

largely silent about the Newburgh controversy, but in December of 1961 HEW Secretary 

Abraham Ribicoff ordered state welfare agencies to adopt new measures to curb abuses 

in the welfare system and to better safeguard the interests of children deserted or 

insufficiently cared for by their parents.
46

 Although Ribicoff denied that the Newburgh 

Plan inspired any of these new directives, it seems clear that the debate over the 

Newburgh plan did have an effect. And that effect would become even clearer in the 

debates over the public welfare amendments proposed by the Kennedy administration in 

1962.  
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Helping Those Who Help Themselves: The Rhetoric of Rehabilitation in the Debates 

over the Public Welfare Amendments of 1962 

In September 1961, the Kennedy administration‘s Ad Hoc Committee on Public 

Welfare submitted its list of recommendations. The list included extending the temporary 

Aid to Dependent Children-Unemployed Parents (ADC-UP) program, providing federal 

support for day care, and allocating federal funds for training welfare personnel and 

implementing new preventative services designed to maintain family stability in two-

parent homes. The list also included rehabilitative services designed to help impoverished 

families become more self-supporting. The Kennedy administration acted on the 

committee‘s recommendations by implementing immediate administrative changes and 

by proposing the Public Welfare Amendments of 1962. The bill aimed to ―extend and 

improve the public assistance and child welfare services programs of the Social Security 

Act‖ and, like the original Social Security Act, it included a variety of measures to combat 

poverty.
47

 Rather than cash assistance or ―welfare‖ in the traditional sense, the 1962 

amendments emphasized the need for rehabilitative and preventative services for those 

living in poverty.
48

 

As the debates over the 1961 ADC-UP bill and the Newburgh Plan suggest, both 

conservatives and liberals had come to see the social welfare policies of the federal 

government as a serious problem.
49

 Almost all agreed that the government had some 

responsibility to care for its most vulnerable citizens. They disagreed about the most 

effective means of achieving that goal, however, and about the forms and levels of 

assistance that the government should provide. If the proponents of the 1962 public 

welfare amendments were going to convince Congress to support increasing the welfare 
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budget and expanding programs, they needed to address the concerns of both liberals and 

conservatives. In the congressional testimony offered in support of the bill, the 

proponents‘ did this by combining a rhetoric of compassion and a rhetoric of 

condemnation into what might be described as a rhetoric of rehabilitation. Portraying 

welfare families as ―fixable‖ deviants, they effectively appeased critics of the existing 

welfare system on both the left and the right.  

Just as they had during the ADC-UP debates, proponents of the 1962 amendments 

offered a sympathetic portrait of the typical welfare family. Whereas previous 

generations of welfare recipients had suffered from economic hardship alone, many of 

these ―casualties of progress‖ had suffered because of larger economic and social trends 

that had made them ―victims of dependency.‖
 50

 Through no fault of their own, these 

recipients needed help because of a ―lack of education,‖ the disappearance of low-skilled 

jobs because of ―scientific improvements of our time,‖ a lack of available job training, or 

a ―health or accident problem.‖ In other words, they had lost their ―ability to work‖ 

because of forces beyond their control.
51

 Others had suffered from discrimination or 

family breakdown.
52

 Emphasizing that many of these families were simply ―unaware of 

ways to help themselves,‖ the reformers appealed to Congress to help these families 

develop the tools they needed to become more self-sufficient.
53

  

Unlike proponents of the Newburgh Plan, supporters of the 1962 welfare reform 

amendments thus characterized welfare families as ―innocent victims‖
54

 of changing 

times. These ―victims‖ preferred work to a relief check, and they wanted to become self-

sufficient. They simply lacked the skills and knowledge needed to achieve those goals. 

Articulating a theme that would become common in later welfare debates, HEW 
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Secretary Abraham Ribicoff warned of an ―endless cycle‖ of welfare dependency in 

which the children of welfare recipients would ―repeat the problems their own parents 

faced‖ unless they got help.
55

 Simultaneously appealing to policymakers‘ sympathy for 

the poor and fears of that ―cycle‖ of poverty spiraling out of control, Ribicoff and other 

advocates of welfare reform bolstered their call for dramatic change in the ADC program.  

In advocating a new approach, proponents of the welfare amendments of 1962 

rejected the ―get tough‖ policies of the Newburgh Plan. Such an approach, they argued, 

was both morally wrong and ineffective. In a speech before Congress on February 2, 

1962, President Kennedy himself denounced communities that had ―attempted to save 

money through ruthless and arbitrary cutbacks‖ and declared such efforts a failure.
56

 

Despite those attempts to address the causes of welfare dependency, Kennedy argued, the 

―root problems remained.‖ As an alternative, administration spokesmen and other 

supporters of the 1962 amendments offered evidence of the effectiveness of a more 

rehabilitative approach. In his testimony before the House Committee on Ways and 

Means, for example, HEW Secretary Ribicoff offered several stories about ―reformed‖ 

women who learned the life and work skills they needed to leave the welfare rolls.
57

 

Similarly, a variety of social workers and city officials testified before Congress that 

rehabilitation of welfare recipients was more cost-efficient than simply providing cash 

assistance, describing such an approach as a ―good investment‖ that eventually would 

―save money for the public welfare program itself.‖
58

  

Thus, for advocates of the administration‘s welfare reform measures, the debate 

over the 1962 amendments was not just about compassion for the poor and providing 

cash assistance. Yet neither was it about finding and expelling welfare ―cheats‖ from the 
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welfare rolls. Rather, they took a middle ground, diagnosing the causes of welfare 

dependency as a combination of social and economic changes and prescribing a more 

―rehabilitative‖ approach. In the process, however, they glossed over some of the most 

troubling issues in the welfare debate.  

Rehabilitating the Poor  

Social Welfare historians point to the passage of the Public Welfare Amendments 

of 1962 as a defining moment in the contemporary family policy debates. While the bill 

expanded benefits and services for low-income families, it won passage because of 

arguments that described welfare recipients as victims or even deficient and advocated 

their rehabilitation. Rhetoric scholar Dana Cloud has explored some of the implications 

of such an attitude in her discussion of ―therapeutic‖ discourses. According to Cloud, 

therapeutic rhetoric ―refers to a set of political and cultural discourses that have adopted 

psychotherapy‘s lexicon—the conservative language of healing, coping, adaptation, and 

restoration of a previously existing order—but in contexts of sociopolitical conflict.‖
59

 

Cloud argued that the rhetorical power of therapeutic rhetoric rests in its ability to 

―encourage audiences to focus on themselves and the elaboration of their private lives 

rather than to address and attempt to reform systems of social power in which they are 

embedded.‖
 
Although the Johnson administration would later address many of the 

educational and institutional problems that contributed to long-term welfare dependency, 

supporters of the 1962 welfare amendments rarely mentioned the need for more systemic 
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reform; instead, they placed the responsibility for breaking the cycle of poverty on 

individual families in need of rehabilitative services.  

The lack of attention to race-based inequalities in the debate over the 1962 

amendments also had longer-term implications and ramifications for U.S. family policy. 

Both President Kennedy and HEW Secretary Ribicoff briefly identified discrimination as 

one of the many causes of poverty in the United States. Yet neither addressed the matter 

in depth, and the reform proposals themselves did little to address the problem of racial 

discrimination in education or in hiring. Additionally, none of the bill‘s advocates refuted 

Newburgh supporters‘ claims that immoral African American families drove up welfare 

costs. As both welfare scholars and welfare rights advocates would later point out, the 

federal government‘s avoidance of the race issue implicitly condoned the states‘ unequal 

treatment of needy African American families and the growing racialized images of 

welfare recipients.
60

  

The emphasis on cost efficiencies in the 1962 welfare reform debate also may 

have had long-term negative consequences for the nation‘s impoverished families. The 

monetary framework dehumanized conversations about the poor and evidenced a 

changing attitude toward the philosophy of welfare. Whereas the Social Security Act of 

1935 focused on society‘s humanitarian responsibilities, the rhetoric of the 1962 debates 

centered more on the program‘s cost effectiveness. Although the 1962 welfare reforms 

did not cut welfare benefits, their underlying logic suggested that welfare‘s ultimate goal 

was not to provide a safety net but to encourage recipients to ―bounce back‖ to self-

sufficiency—and to do so in the most cost-efficient manner possible. The monetary and 

rehabilitative framework of the debate posed an additional threat to poor families, as it 
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provided a justification for cutting welfare spending in the future if that ―investment‖ in 

rehabilitation failed to pay dividends.  

The depictions of welfare families in the 1962 reform debate had gendered 

implications that would remain significant in debates over welfare reform in the years to 

come. Continuing to uphold the ―traditional‖ two-parent home as the social ideal, 

advocates of the welfare reform legislation of 1962 displayed some of the same antipathy 

toward unwed and single mothers as advocates of the Newburgh plan. Although the bill‘s 

supporters insisted that ADC mothers should pursue employment only when it was in the 

―best interest of the family,‖ the 1962 bill‘s funding for day care, job training, and work 

and income incentives suggested that the legislation‘s supporters had come to view ADC 

mothers as being capable of getting themselves out of poverty.
61

 By recognizing ADC 

mothers as employable, the 1962 welfare reform bill threatened single mothers‘ status as 

members of the ―worthy‖ poor and laid the foundation for future welfare-to-work 

initiatives.  

Conclusion 

The debates surrounding the 1961 ADC-UP program, the Newburgh Plan, and the 

Public Welfare Amendments of 1962 established the context out of which the politics of 

the contemporary family debate emerged. These discussions helped shape Americans‘ 

conceptions of ―the family‖ and the federal government‘s role in single-parent and two-

parent homes. The 1961 debate over the ADC-UP program laid the foundation for the 

federal government‘s involvement in family life. The Newburgh Plan introduced a new 
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portrait of the undeserving welfare ―cheat,‖ and the racial undertones of the Newburgh 

debate would echo down through all subsequent welfare debates. The debate over the 

Public Welfare Amendments of 1962 reinforced the two-parent home as the ideal, 

depicted single-parent homes as deficient, and laid the foundation for a rehabilitative 

approach to welfare reform that would later be manifested in welfare-to-work and other 

reform initiatives.  

These early debates over welfare reform also previewed many of the specific 

issues that would undergird and provoke controversy during subsequent family policy 

debates. These debates show a growing concern with newly emerging forms of the 

American family. Although Americans would not declare a family ―crisis‖ until the mid-

1960s or launch a ―pro-family movement‖ until the mid-1970s, these earliest welfare 

reform debates reflect growing concerns over the health and stability of the American 

family, especially in light of increased numbers of illegitimate births, divorces, and 

single-parent homes.  

Widespread praise of the Newburgh plan suggests that Americans were coming to 

view family instability as a predominantly African American problem. In Why Americans 

Hate Welfare: Race, Media, and the Politics of Antipoverty Policy, political scientist 

Martin Gilens observed that slavery ―laid the foundations for the stereotype of blacks as 

lazy,‖ and for the next century and a half that stereotype continued to shape white 

Americans‘ racial views and their ―welfare policy attitudes as well.‖
62

 Newspaper 

coverage of the Newburgh plan reveals that many Americans sensed that the moral 

failures of African Americans had a lot to do with rising welfare costs and caseloads. Yet 

during the debate over the 1962 welfare reform amendments, few policymakers talked 
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about the challenges facing African American families in particular and about how racial 

discrimination may have contributed to the disproportionate number of African American 

families on the welfare rolls.  

These early debates over welfare reform drew attention to the nation‘s changing 

attitudes toward the federal government‘s role in family life. Although the Kennedy 

administration‘s bills and the Newburgh plan implied competing images of needy 

families, all of the participants in these debates seemed to accept the need for more 

governmental intervention in the lives of poor families. All in all, these debates lent 

credence to the claim of Alvin L. Schorr, a Family Life Specialist at the U.S. Department 

of Health, Education, and Welfare, that, by 1962, the issue in family policy debates was 

not ―whether the government has any responsibility or none, but whether its 

responsibility is larger or smaller.‖
63

 

Despite their differing views about the federal government‘s role in family life, all 

of the participants in the 1961-1962 welfare reform debates viewed family stability and 

family values as an important social issue. Most seemed to agree that the two-parent 

family, with the ―traditional‖ values of the stereotypical WASP family, was the best hope 

for helping poor people to escape the vicious cycle of poverty. All seemed to agree that 

self-sufficiency should be the goal of welfare policy, and all viewed some poor people as 

more ―deserving‖ of help than others. The next chapter explores how debates over 

women‘s rights during the 1960s and 1970s challenged many of these accepted and 

shared views and opened up a whole new realm of controversy over women‘s rights and 

family values.  
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Chapter 3  
 

The Rhetoric of Family Values in the 1962-1982 Women’s Rights Debates 

The 1960s welfare reform bills responded to the increased number of 

impoverished single- and two-parent homes. But American gender roles and family life 

underwent other demographic changes as well. Two world wars, heightened economic 

pressures, and increased employment opportunities for women contributed to a dramatic 

increase in the number of working mothers and wives. In 1960, roughly 61% of all wives 

and 30% of all mothers with children under the age of eighteen participated in the 

workforce.
1
 Increasing divorce rates further contributed to a growing number of single-

female heads of household. Easier access to contraception offered many women greater 

control over family size and the number of years (if any) in which they would care for 

children. Similarly, longer life expectancies and a declining birth rate meant that many 

women had more child-free years in which they could pursue a career, education, or other 

activities outside the home. These changes in women‘s family experiences, coupled with 

many women‘s calls for increased political and social rights, set the stage for a 

contentious debate about women‘s rights and changing gender roles.  

The 1962-1982 debates over women‘s rights and gender roles are important to a 

study of the rhetoric of family values in U.S. national policymaking because they 

spotlighted women‘s issues, further politicized ―the family,‖ and drew national attention 

to changing family demographics and cultural values. Feminist scholar Susan Harding 

notes that during the 1960s and 1970s, the feminist movement both ―challenged and 
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changed‖ a ―wide array of laws, rules, and conceptions about women‘s roles and relations 

in the private and public spheres.‖
2
 Rhetoric scholars who have studied specific aspects in 

these debates often focus on how conservative groups used familial arguments to stem 

the liberal family agenda.
3
 This study builds on that work by illustrating how opponents 

and proponents of the women‘s rights movement invoked arguments about ―the family‖ 

and ―family values‖ in three important policymaking discussions: the congressional 

debates over the Equal Pay Act of 1963, a then seventeen-year-old bill designed to 

prohibit sex-based distinctions in the allocation of wages; the congressional debates over 

the Equal Rights Amendment (ERA), a then forty-seven-year-old bill designed to 

eliminate all sex-based distinctions in the nation‘s laws and policies; and in the ERA state 

ratification process during which time an anti-ERA campaign designed to preserve and 

promote men‘s and women‘s ―traditional‖ gender roles garnered national attention and 

political support. 

During the 1962-1963 congressional debates over the Equal Pay Act of 1963 

(EPA), the federal government‘s first effort to update the nation‘s laws to respond to the 

changes in women‘s roles, EPA proponents helped justify the need for the bill by 

portraying the intended recipients as hardworking women struggling to support 

themselves and their families. In the 1970-1972 congressional debates over the Equal 

Rights Amendment (ERA), supporters helped secure the amendment‘s passage through 

Congress by portraying American women and families as being constrained by outdated 

conceptions of gender roles and family life. ERA opponents contributed to the ERA‘s 

defeat in 1982 by portraying both the amendment and the women‘s rights movement as a 

threat to traditional family values and ideals. Although the participants in these debates 
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pursued different goals and conceptions of gender roles and family life, they both 

succeeded in different ways. At one level, women‘s rights advocates effectively 

established public support for advancing women‘s equality in public and private life. At 

another level, however, conservative opponents more effectively elaborated arguments 

about the possible results of revising conceptions of gender roles and the alleged threats 

these changes supposedly posed to American families and society. The 1962-1982 

debates over women‘s rights helped transform the broader discussion about family 

politics from questions about whether the federal government ought to be involved in 

such issues at all to debates over what types of families and ―family values‖ the 

government ought to promote.
 
In the process, they established the rhetorical boundaries 

for subsequent family policy debates.  

Helping Women Support Themselves and Their Families: The Rhetoric of 

Compassion in the 1962-1963 Debates over the Equal Pay Act of 1963 

President John F. Kennedy‘s election helped put women‘s rights and family issues 

on the national agenda. In December 1961, Kennedy created the President‘s Commission 

on the Status of Women (PCSW) to both ―strengthen family life and at the same time 

encourage women to make their full contribution as citizens.‖
4
 Between 1962 and 1963, 

the commission explored women‘s status in all areas of public and private life and 

prepared a list of recommendations for eliminating some of the ―prejudices and outmoded 

customs‖ inhibiting women‘s full participation in society.
5
 In February 1962, 

immediately after its first meeting, the commission appealed to the administration to help 

secure the passage of an Equal Pay Act (EPA), a seventeen-year-old bill designed to 



www.manaraa.com

54 

 

―prohibit discrimination on account of sex in the payment of wages.‖
6 

By ensuring 

women‘s equal pay, the commission maintained, the administration would both alleviate 

some of the economic pressures working women and their families faced and help the 

nation fulfill its promise of equality for women. 

Although the EPA simply stated that employers could not use sex as a factor 

when determining wages, it raised important questions about women‘s ―proper‖ place in 

family life. James Davison Hunter, a professor of sociology and religious studies, 

explained that the bill challenged the ―traditional‖ hierarchical model of family life and 

the assumed naturalness of men‘s and women‘s gender roles.
7
 The EPA, by increasing 

women‘s earning potential, recognized women as economically equal to men and, as 

some opponents at the time claimed, threatened male authority in family life.  

In the proponents‘ congressional testimony on behalf of the EPA, they justified 

the bill‘s passage using a rhetoric of compassion. EPA advocates highlighted the 

economic pressures families faced, described how existing wage discrepancies allegedly 

inhibited women‘s efforts to support themselves and their families, and argued that 

Congress had an obligation to eliminate this barrier to family stability. Portraying the 

bill‘s intended recipients as hardworking women struggling to support themselves and 

their families, the advocates of the Equal Pay Act effectively appealed to Congress‘ sense 

of fairness and pity.  

The EPA proponents offered a sympathetic depiction of working women, 

describing them as ―victims of discrimination‖ and ―injustice.‖
 8

 Like men, the advocates 

argued, the majority of these women were ―principle or essential income producers‖ 

whose earnings provided the ―needed income for the mounting costs of education, 
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medical care, and housing‖ for themselves and their families.
9
 A small, yet significant 

group of employed women were ―widowed‖
10

 or ―separated,‖ struggling to provide 

support for themselves and, in many instances, their children.
11

 The EPA proponents 

pointed out, however, that the fastest growing group of female laborers included wives 

whose husbands were ―retired,‖ ―disabled,‖ or otherwise ―unable to support the family.‖
12

 

The proponents acknowledged that some women sought out employment for personal 

choice and fulfillment. But they noted that most of the women the EPA would help had 

been ―compel[ed] to enter the workforce‖ as a result of ―economic considerations.‖
13

 

Insisting that ―[a]ny differentiation in rate of pay‖ to women was both ―a matter of 

injustice‖ and had ―serious consequences‖ on the women‘s and their families‘ standard of 

living, the proponents appealed to Congress to pass the Equal Pay Act.
14

 

These depictions helped emphasize the urgent need for the bill and refuted some 

of the traditional objections offered against a federal Equal Pay Act. The proponents 

showed that, contrary to public opinion, the majority of working women were neither 

single women biding their time in the workplace until they got married, nor were they 

married women working to ―fill idle hours, or merely to acquire nonessential luxuries of 

life.‖
15

 Instead, these women‘s earnings were essential to their families‘ well-being and 

―frequently spell[ed] the difference between hardship and getting along reasonably 

well.‖
16

 The depictions also responded to opponents‘ concerns that an equal pay bill 

would disrupt family life or gender roles. The proponents repeatedly pointed out that 

women worked ―for the same reasons that men do, to support themselves and their 

dependents,‖ adding that women‘s earnings were a ―substantial factor in meeting the high 

cost of living for many families.‖
17

 These depictions also helped cast the families of 
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working women in a positive light. The proponents highlighted the families‘ commitment 

to the work ethic, pointing out that they were not looking for a government handout or 

special privileges. Instead, these women were simply asking the government to ensure 

that they received equal wages for equal work. At a time when the U.S. was trying to 

reduce the number of impoverished families, ―strengthen family life,‖ and publicize the 

virtues of democracy to an international audience, these arguments apparently appealed 

to federal policymakers.
18

  

Despite EPA opponents‘ claims that the bill was unnecessary and that the issue 

could be better addressed at the state level, Congress endorsed the measure. In May 1963, 

both the House and Senate passed the bill by voice votes. On June 10, 1963, eighteen 

years after women‘s rights advocates proposed the first federal equal pay bill, President 

Kennedy signed into law the Equal Pay Act of 1963 (Pub. L. 88-38). Although the bill‘s 

provisions applied to only one-third of the nation‘s twenty-four million employed 

women, its passage marked an important turning point in the larger debates over 

women‘s rights and U.S. family policy.
19

 The EPA endorsed the federal government‘s 

obligation to eliminate sex-based inequalities, and began to revise policy and public 

conceptions of women‘s gender roles and changing family forms.  

Reifying Women’s Traditional Roles  

The Equal Pay Act of 1963 was an important touchstone in the nation‘s ongoing 

efforts to both promote women‘s equality and respond to families‘ changing needs. 

Historian Carl N. Degler described the bill as a ―landmark‖ and a ―true milestone on the 
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road to women‘s equality.‖
20

 At the same time, the arguments the proponents offered in 

support of the EPA lacked a strong feminist argument that mothers and wives should 

pursue employment. To be sure, the proponents argued that women as a group should 

have the basic right to pursue employment. However, these proponents were quick to 

point out that the ―greatest field for women is first of all in the home,‖ noting that even 

women who had a ―burning desire‖ to combine family and employment recognized that 

her ―family must come first.‖
21

 The proponents thus reinforced the existing view that 

women could pursue paid employment outside of the home, but only after having 

fulfilled their ―traditional‖ family roles.  

Degler has suggested that these assumptions about mothers‘ and wives‘ ―proper‖ 

place were consistent with the time. Writing in 1964, he noted that ―[m]ost American 

women simply [did] not want work outside the home to be justified as a normal activity 

for married women.‖
22

 Despite many Americans‘ desires for family life, however, many 

changes in gender roles and family life already were underway. Increased economic 

pressures in the 1960s, changing cultural values, and the burgeoning women‘s movement 

were just some of the factors that contributed to noticeable changes in women‘s labor 

force participation rates and demographics. According to the U.S. Department of Labor‘s 

1969 Handbook on Women Workers, in 1968 more than twenty-nine million women were 

employed in the workforce. Of those women, fifty-eight percent were married (with their 

husband present), thirty-eight percent of them were mothers of children under the age of 

eighteen, and 1.5 million female family heads of household were the ―sole breadwinners 

for their families.‖
23

 As the decade wore on, it became clearer that fewer and fewer 
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women—by choice or by circumstance—could describe themselves as ―just a 

housewife.‖
24

 

Liberating Women and Families from Outdated Ideals: The Rhetoric of 

Condemnation in the 1970-1972 Pro-Equal Rights Amendment (ERA) Campaign 

The women‘s movement in the late 1960s drew political and national attention to 

the changes in gender roles and family life. Women‘s rights advocates lobbied 

policymakers to promote progressive legislation that, they argued, would help women 

and families more effectively address the new social, economic, and political pressures 

they faced. The need for equal employment laws, maternity leave, day care centers, and 

reproductive rights were just of a few of the specific demands the newly formed National 

Organization for Women (NOW) issued in its 1968 ―Bill of Rights.‖
25

 First and foremost, 

NOW and other women‘s rights advocates argued, the U.S. government needed to 

―immediately pass the Equal Rights Amendment to the Constitution,‖ a then forty-five-

year-old legislative proposal designed to install a principle of sex equality in the 

Constitution. 

First introduced into Congress in 1923, three years after the U.S. guaranteed 

women the right to vote, the ERA represented some women‘s rights advocates‘ next 

attempt to secure women‘s full emancipation. ERA advocates asserted that the wide-

reaching amendment, if passed, would improve women‘s legal status by recognizing 

women as ―persons, people, and citizens‖
26

 and by eliminating laws that ―discriminate 

between the rights of men and women.‖
27 

For more than forty years, ERA supporters 

appealed to Congress on behalf of the amendment and demanded that policymakers 
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guarantee that ―Equality of rights under the law shall not be denied or abridged by the 

United States or by any State on account of sex.‖
28

  

The ERA repeatedly sparked criticism from labor organizations, conservative 

groups, and even many women‘s rights groups who rejected the amendment‘s call for 

complete equality. Anti-ERA forces vehemently denied the amendment‘s assumption that 

men and women were equal in all respects and advised Congress against ignoring sex-

based differences when formulating national policies.
 
Portraying the ERA as a menace to 

the unity of home and family, opponents demanded that Congress protect the 

―cornerstone of our American life‖ and defeat the ERA.
29 

Despite an increase of support 

for the ERA in the 1940s and 1950s, labor opponents and several conservative groups 

ensured the ERA‘s repeated defeat by emphasizing the amendment‘s potentially negative 

effects on women workers and their families.  

In 1970, when Congress reopened the debates over the ERA, there was increased 

political support for expanding women‘s rights. But many policymakers continued to 

reject the amendment‘s call for men‘s and women‘s complete equality and expressed the 

long-held concern that the ERA‘s passage would wreak ―havoc‖ on U.S. women and 

their families.
30

 If the proponents were going to persuade both Congress and the nation to 

support the ERA, they needed to address these views. In the proponents‘ congressional 

testimony offered in support of the amendment, they did this by using a rhetoric of 

condemnation. The proponents drew attention to the sex-based distinctions in the nation‘s 

laws, highlighted the ways these laws supposedly prevented women and their families 

from addressing the new pressures they faced, and argued that Congress had an 

obligation to update the nation‘s laws to reflect the changing times. Portraying American 
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women and their families as being constrained by ―outmoded‖ conceptions of family life 

and gender roles, the proponents appealed to policymakers to update the nation‘s laws 

and ideals.  

The ERA was designed to revise existing laws that, they argued, promoted 

discrimination against women and families. It aimed to eliminate ―restrictive, 

burdensome, and discriminatory‖ sex-based labor laws that inhibited women‘s efforts to 

provide ―proper support and care‖ for themselves and their dependents.
31

 Although these 

laws initially were enacted to protect mothers and potential mothers from exploitation, 

the proponents‘ maintained, they allowed current employers to deny women ―jobs, 

promotions, seniority benefits, wage increases, and overtime‖ solely because they were 

women.
 32 

The ERA also targeted ―archaic‖ family laws that, the proponents claimed, 

failed to ―protect the woman in the home unless she currently [was] connected with a 

male wage earner‖ or take into account the ―child‘s welfare‖ when determining 

custody.
33

 Instead of promoting the interests of the family and its respective members, the 

proponents argued, these laws deprived women and men their basic ―rights, freedoms, 

and responsibilities‖ in regard to marriage and the family.
34

 The proponents explained 

that the ERA aimed to revise existing economic and social welfare policies that 

discriminated against the husbands of women employees and failed to recognize the 

―contribution of homemaking and related duties being as vitally important a contribution 

as that of earning the family income.‖
35

 Insisting that any sex-based distinction hindered 

family well-being, the proponents called for a revision of the nation‘s laws and legal 

conceptions of gender roles and family life.  



www.manaraa.com

61 

 

These characterizations of the nation‘s laws helped to generate support for the 

ERA. The proponents‘ maintained that the nineteenth century family ideals that provided 

the grounding for the existing laws and policies clearly were inhibiting twentieth century 

families‘ efforts to provide for themselves. The advocates lamented that men had to work 

overtime and that female heads of household had to take on several low-paying jobs 

simply because women were denied access to the jobs and educational opportunities they 

needed to support their families. Similarly, these depictions disputed the long-held view 

that these laws and views about family life protected women and families. The ERA 

proponents acknowledged that these laws initially were well-intended, but maintained 

that they no longer served women‘s and families‘ best interests.  

These depictions responded to those critics who warned that the ERA‘s call for 

complete equality would ―wreak havoc‖ on family life. The advocates reassured 

policymakers that the ERA would not ―revolutionize society,‖ ―destroy the difference 

between the sexes,‖ or ―separate women from their time honored roles as wives and 

mothers and homemakers.‖
36

 Nor would it encourage American women to ―become a 

nation of Amazons.‖
37

 Instead, proponents argued that the ERA‘s passage would help 

alleviate legal sex-based inequalities in the nation‘s laws and practices by guaranteeing 

women and men their equal rights and opportunities. Adele T. Weaver, President-Elect of 

the National Association of Women Lawyers, stated: ―It is my position that the equal 

rights amendment will correct legal deficiencies that exist and assure women the rights 

that they are entitled to legally in order to cope with their responsibilities in today‘s 

changing world.‖
38

 ERA proponents argued that the amendment‘s passage would prohibit 

employers from imposing limits on women employees or from denying women equal 
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employment opportunities. It also would provide the legal grounding to prevent 

distinctions from being made between married men and women in regard to their claims 

to shared property, family rights, and family support obligations. All in all, proponents 

argued, the ERA would help women and families by promoting progressive policies that 

responded to the realities of modern family life. Without the ERA, the advocates 

maintained, American families would have to negotiate these new demands on their own.  

After forty-nine years of congressional consideration, the ERA passed through 

Congress. In October 1971, the House of Representatives approved the ERA by a vote of 

354-24, and in March 1972, the Senate approved it by a vote of 84-8.
39

 The final version 

of the amendment read:  

Section 1: Equality of rights under the law shall not be denied or abridged by the 

United States or by any State on account of sex.  

Section 2: The Congress shall have the power to enforce, by appropriate 

legislation, the provisions of this article. 

Section 3: This amendment shall take effect two years after the date of 

ratification.  

The ERA‘s passage marked another significant milestone in U.S. family policy because it 

moved the nation one step closer to recognizing men and women as complete equals 

under the eyes of the law.  
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Promoting Family Egalitarianism  

Scholars who have examined the 1962-1982 debates over women‘s rights and 

gender roles generally describe the women‘s movement as being ideologically opposed to 

traditional women‘s roles and even ―hostile to the family.‖
40

 Feminist legal scholar Mary 

Lydon Shanley asserts that the battle over women‘s rights ―repeatedly pitted the image of 

woman as mother and homemaker against that of woman as worker and active citizen.‖
41

 

Rhetoric scholar Sonya K. Foss added that proponents of the Equal Rights Amendment 

viewed the home as being ―symbolic of entrapment and imprisonment.‖
42

 To be sure, 

many of the ERA advocates challenged the traditional conception of family life and 

gender roles. However, this analysis of the pro-ERA rhetoric provides support for Sandra 

Harding‘s claim that the feminist movement promoted an ―egalitarian family‖ ideology 

that stressed ideals of ―equality, individualism, and reason.‖
43

 The proponents‘ calls for 

gender-neutral family laws, for instance, reinforced their claims that marriage was a 

―partnership‖ between men and women.
44

 Their calls for ―paternity benefits‖ and 

increased opportunities for men and women to ―enjoy‖ and ―encompass‖ the ―full range 

of family, economic and political responsibilities‖ challenged the traditional assumptions 

about men‘s and women‘s natural gender roles.
45

 Their suggestion that healthy 

relationships relied on men‘s and women‘s mutual respect and self-fulfillment shows a 

clear rejection of the traditional family model‘s hierarchical structure.  

Although ERA supporters suggested that a more egalitarian conception of gender 

roles and family life would benefit all families, they ignored the social and economic 

challenges many low-income and female-headed homes faced. For example, the pro-ERA 
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forces‘ suggestion that men and women should share family responsibilities assumed a 

male‘s presence and willingness to provide additional support. Their assumptions that 

eliminating sex-based labor laws would inherently open opportunities for all women 

failed to acknowledge the challenges faced by women who lacked the training and 

education needed to fill many of the previously restricted positions. The ERA proponents 

failed to adequately respond to their opponents‘ concerns that the ERA‘s passage would 

create additional challenges for working women and single mothers who already 

managed full time jobs and homemaking responsibilities. When asked to address the 

claims that the ERA would benefit only business and professional women, author 

Caroline Bird insisted that ―working women [were] even more bitter about the limitations 

of being a woman because they [were] right down there where they mop the floors. They 

ha[d] kids at home and they ha[d] fewer outs.‖
46

 When further pushed to specify how the 

ERA would reduce the pressures these women faced or compel the women‘s husbands to 

assume a greater responsibility for the housework, Bird and other ERA proponents 

simply insisted that all women and men would benefit from greater equality under the 

law. In the ERA proponents‘ defense, neither they nor their opponents could adequately 

predict how the courts would interpret the amendment. But that did not stop either group 

from making such claims. 

Protecting America’s Families from a Feminist Assault: The Rhetoric of 

Condemnation in the 1972-1982 Anti-ERA Campaign Rhetoric  

After forty-nine years in Congress, the ERA was sent to the states, where it was 

met with great enthusiasm. Almost immediately, twenty-two of the required thirty-eight 
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states ratified the amendment. Although Congress imposed a seven year ratification 

deadline, ERA supporters expressed confidence that the amendment ―could be ratified in 

a record time.‖
47

 Historian Mary Frances Berry noted that the proponents were so ―sure 

of success‖ that, in the first year, they ―did not make major allocation of resources to 

ratification.‖
48

 

ERA opponents, on the other hand, quickly mobilized to prevent the amendment‘s 

ratification. In 1972, Phyllis Schlafly, a conservative Christian woman who was active in 

the Republican party, took the lead in organizing women and men in opposition to the 

bill. Schlafly‘s organization, STOP ERA, became a central clearinghouse for anti-ERA 

materials. In a less than a year, Schlafly helped establish STOP ERA organizations in 

twenty-six states.
49

 Additional organizations like the National Council of Catholic 

Women, Women Who Want to be Women (WWWW), and Happiness of Womanhood 

(HOW) joined in the efforts to bring about the ERA‘s defeat. 

As the success of both the Equal Pay Act and the Equal Rights Amendment 

suggested, many policymakers supported efforts to promote progressive policies that 

responded to the changes in family life. If Schlafly and other ERA opponents were going 

to convince twelve state legislatures to defeat the ERA, they needed to make a 

compelling case against the bill. In their public statements and campaign materials, they 

did this by using a rhetoric of condemnation. Portraying the ERA as a threat to American 

women and families, they appealed to the nation‘s sense of fear and concern. 

Whereas the ERA proponents highlighted how the bill could strengthen family 

life, ERA opponents spotlighted how it would ―hurt the family.‖
50

 Anti-ERA groups 

warned that the bill would ―invalidate all state laws which require[d] a husband to 
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support his wife,‖
51

 eliminate women‘s ―special privilege‖ of being ―given custody of her 

children in divorce,‖
52

 and subject mothers and wives to the draft.
53

 They maintained that 

the bill would ―impose‖ on wives and mothers the ―equal (50%) financial obligation‖ to 

support their spouses
 
and children, thereby taking away a wife‘s ―legal right to be a 

fulltime homemaker, even while her babies are infants.‖
54

 In addition to threatening 

women‘s special privileges, the opponents declared that the ERA would harm the 

―traditional family‖ and society by making abortions ―available on demand,‖
55

 legalizing 

―homosexual ‗marriages,‘‖ and permitting gay couples to ―adopt children and to get tax 

and homestead benefits now given to husbands and wives.‖
56

 Describing both the ERA 

and the women‘s movement as ―anti-family, anti-children, and pro-abortion,‖
57

 the 

opponents implored the nation to protect ―the family.‖  

These depictions helped justify the ERA‘s defeat. The opponents maintained that 

the bill‘s passage would not improve women‘s rights and opportunities as the ERA 

proponents had claimed. Nor would the bill strengthen family life or improve men‘s and 

women‘s marital relationships. Instead, the opponents argued, it would undermine the 

―stability of families‖
58

 and force a ―radical‖ definition of family life that conflicted with 

American values and desires. At a time when the traditional family already was 

struggling to counteract the effects of the sexual revolution, anti-ERA forces proclaimed, 

the nation could not afford to remain idle.  

ERA opponents insisted that they supported the general goal of advancing 

women‘s rights. For instance, Phyllis Schlafly stated that she and other anti-ERA 

advocates supported efforts to increase ―opportunities for women, equal pay for equal 

work, appointments of women to high positions, admitting more women to medical 
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schools, and other desirable objectives which all women favor.‖
 59

 But, they refused to 

support the ―women‘s lib‖ movement‘s call for gender neutrality. If the government 

wanted to increase women‘s rights, the ERA opponents explained, it needed to eliminate 

the individual laws that discriminated against women and retain those that privileged 

them.  

The ERA opponents‘ claims apparently persuaded many state legislators. 

Between 1973 and 1977, five states voted to rescind their ratifications and only thirteen 

more states ratified the amendment. Despite ERA proponents‘ attempts to dispute their 

opponents‘ claims and a three-year extension on the original ratification deadline, anti-

ERA forces ―eroded support for the ERA.‖
60

 On June 30, 1982, after being ratified by 

thirty-five of the needed thirty-eight states, the ERA died. The ERA‘s failure marked an 

important success for the burgeoning conservative movement and indicates the nation‘s 

growing anxiety about the changes in gender roles and family life.  

Protecting the Hierarchical Family Ideal 

Martha Solomon has suggested that the STOP ERA rhetoric appealed to many 

Americans because its message highlighted an ―order in the universe, mandated by God, 

manifested in nature, and sanctioned by tradition.‖
61

 This rhetoric, Solomon explained, 

created a ―sense of destiny, continuity, and community for STOP ERA members‖ that 

provided the members ―focus, direction, and purpose for their activities.‖
62

 This analysis 

builds on Solomon‘s work by illustrating how the anti-ERA campaign‘s ―pro-family‖ 

rhetoric further contributed to that vision and provided a sense of continuity and tradition 
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for those outside of the movement. The anti-ERA rhetoric reinforced and promoted the 

―natural‖ division of family roles with the woman as the full-time homemaker and 

mother and the husband as the primary breadwinner. The ERA opponents‘ vision of 

family life and rhetoric emphasized the importance of Judeo-Christian morality and 

ideals which, they argued, conflicted with the feminists‘ humanist values. The anti-ERA 

family rhetoric suggested the need to promote and protect these interests so as to promote 

continuity and ―stability‖ for U.S. women and their families.  

The anti-ERA campaign‘s family ideal clearly diverged from the ERA 

proponents‘ egalitarian ideal. Yet, the two reinforced some of the same biases about 

family life. Like the ERA proponents, the opponents promoted a middle-class conception 

of family life that assumed the presence and willing participation of both a husband and a 

wife. Indeed, the very foundation of the anti-ERA rhetoric relied on the existence of a 

man who served as the sole support for his wife and children, even in instances of 

divorce. The middle-class bias also was apparent in the ERA opponents‘ repeated 

assumption that women had the choice whether to work. Phyllis Schlafly frequently 

celebrated American women‘s ―wonderful advantage‖ of having ―all the rewards of that 

number-one career‖ as well as the ability to ―moonlight with a second one to suit our 

intellectual, cultural or financial tastes or needs.‖
63

 This assumption, as many ERA 

proponents pointed out at the time, failed to reflect the pressures and realities of the 

growing number of working mothers and wives who lacked the ability to choose between 

motherhood and paid employment. Nonetheless, it appealed to many Americans who 

aspired to this vision for society.  
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Conclusion 

The 1962-1982 debates over women‘s rights established the rhetorical boundaries 

for subsequent family policy debates. The passage of the Equal Pay Act of 1963 (EPA) 

marked congress‘s recognition of women‘s changing family roles and provided a 

foundation for new policies designed to respond to the increased need for women to 

contribute to their families‘ economic stability. The Equal Rights Amendment‘s (ERA) 

passage in Congress indicates widespread agreement on the need to promote progressive 

policies that responded to the changing times. The ERA‘s defeat suggests that many 

policymakers were reluctant to endorse an egalitarian conception of gender roles and 

family life.  

These debates introduced many issues that would permeate subsequent debates. 

They signaled the nation‘s recognition of the changes in gender roles and family life. A 

review of the arguments offered in support of the EPA and the ERA shows a stunning 

lack of change through the previous decades. The seemingly ―sudden‖ effectiveness of 

the women‘s rights advocates‘ arguments that women needed and men needed equal 

rights and opportunities to support themselves and their families suggests that 

policymakers were no longer willing or able to deny the changing family demographics. 

The proponents were able to point to the statistics on family life as evidence that 

economic and social pressures—and not the bills themselves—had brought about changes 

in family life. Thus, the proponents were able to present the bills as responses to these 

variations rather than the cause of them.  
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The failure of the ERA shows the growing reluctance to embrace these changes. 

While ERA opponents seemed willing to acknowledge slight variations of the traditional 

family ideal, they refused to concede that these deviations were natural or permanent. 

Instead, they suggested that the discrepancies were the result of feminist pressures and, 

thus, could be reversed through the defeat of the feminist movement. These arguments 

also demonstrate a stunning similarity to those that anti-feminists offered in previous 

debates over women‘s rights.
64

  

These arguments indicate a new willingness on the part of the federal government 

to respond to changes in low-income and middle-class family life. The EPA and ERA, 

both of which were described as a means of fortifying family life, showed policymakers‘ 

recognition of the government‘s need to respond to these changes. Although many 

members of the anti-ERA campaign—most notably Schlafly—described any government 

intervention as a problem, the historical ERA opponents (who raised concerns during the 

congressional hearings) called for more supportive policies for families. Indeed, many 

ERA proponents and opponents came together in support of other progressive responses 

like child care and flexible work policies. But perhaps most significantly, these debates 

drew national attention to the changes in gender roles and family life and the need for a 

national response. The next chapter looks at how policymakers during the 1980s and 

1990s tried to respond to these broader issues and, in the process, reopened an ongoing 

debate about the federal government‘s involvement in family life. 
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Chapter 4  
 

The Rhetoric of Family Values in the 1985-1993 “Family Policy” Debates  

The ―pro-family‖ movement of the 1970s and early 1980s contributed to the 

defeat of the Equal Rights Amendment. It did not, however, stall the changes in family 

life. Inflation, recession, high unemployment rates, and declining family income 

contributed to a further rise in the number of working wives and mothers. Between 1970 

and 1985, the labor force participation rates of wives increased from 45.7% to 54.4%
1
 

and the rates of employed mothers with children under the age of eighteen rose from 

42.4% to 62.1%.
2
 Rising divorce, separation, and ―illegitimate‖ birth rates contributed to 

an increasing number of single-female headed homes. By 1985, single-parent households 

accounted for 12% of all families.
3
 The decline in the number of ―traditional‖ families 

generated national attention and laid the foundation for a contentious debate about how 

the federal government could help American families better address the pressures they 

faced.  

The 1985-1993 ―family policy‖ debates are important to a study of the rhetoric of 

family values in U.S. national policymaking because they solidified ―the family‖ as an 

object of public policy and marked the first overt contemporary debate about the federal 

government‘s ―proper‖ role in family affairs. Writing in 1988, public policy scholars 

Mary Jo Bane and Paul A. Jargowsky noted: ―Nary a political speech gets made these 

days without invoking the family. Nearly everyone believes that the government should 

either do more to help families or do less to hurt them.‖
4
 Those who have studied these 
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debates focus primarily on the development of specific family-related policies and the 

points of consensus and contention within the broader debates over federal intervention in 

family life.
5
 This study builds on that work and analyzes how conservative and liberal 

policymakers invoked ―the family‖ in three so-called ―pro-family‖ policy proposals: the 

Tax Reform Act of 1986, which reduced taxes for many working families and removed 

several members of the working poor from the tax rolls; the 1990 Child Care bill, which 

provided federal funding for state-level child care initiatives and increased child care tax 

credits for working families; and the Family and Medical Leave Act of 1993, a federal 

mandate requiring employers to provide job security for workers who needed to take off 

time for personal illness, to care for a sick family member, or for the birth or adoption of 

a child.  

The Reagan administration and other policymakers in the mid-1980s justified the 

passage of the Tax Reform Act of 1986 by portraying America‘s working families as 

being ―burdened‖ by excessive taxes and government intervention. Liberal policymakers 

in the late 1980s contributed to the passage of the first federal child care bill for non-

welfare families by portraying the bill‘s intended recipients as helpless children worthy of 

the nation‘s support. In the late 1980s and early 1990s, the proponents of the Family and 

Medical Leave Act of 1993 (FMLA) helped bring about the bill‘s success by portraying 

the FMLA as a progressive measure designed to help families negotiate their work-family 

demands. Although policymakers during the 1980s and 1990s offered widely disparate 

responses to the pressures working families faced, all of the proponents invoked similar 

compassionate depictions of American families. Moreover, advocates and opponents 

alike openly lamented the existing economic and employment policies that inhibited 
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families‘ efforts to fulfill their familial responsibilities and argued that the federal 

government had an obligation to help families better address these needs. These debates 

transformed the broader family policy conversations from disputes about which definition 

of family the government should endorse to discussions about how the federal 

government could more effectively support American families. 

“Unburdening” America’s Working Families: The Rhetoric of Compassion in the 

1985-1986 Tax Reform Debates 

Welfare reform and women‘s rights advocates in the 1960s and 1970s drew 

attention to the changes in family life and helped put ―the family‖ on the political agenda. 

It was not until the mid-1970s, however, that ―family policy‖ emerged as a national 

political issue. In 1976, then presidential candidate Jimmy Carter emphasized the 

significance of the nation‘s lack of a coherent family policy. Carter stated: ―It is clear that 

the national government should have a strong pro-family policy, but the fact is that our 

government has no family policy, and that is the same as an anti-family policy. Because 

of confusion or insensitivity, our government‘s policies have actually weakened our 

families, or even destroyed them.‖
6
 Four years later, the administration hosted a White 

House Conference on American families to serve as a ―catalyst for a period of intense 

reassessment of programs and policies‖ and to solicit ―constructive suggestions‖ on how 

society can ―help families of all kinds.‖
7
 The conference marked an important turning 

point in the development of family policy and led John J. Dempsey and some scholars at 

the time to conclude that the family and public policy would be ―the [i]ssue of the 

1980s.‖
8
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Ronald Reagan‘s election to the presidency laid the foundation for a dramatic 

change in the government‘s involvement in family affairs. Sweeping into office on a tidal 

wave of popular support, the Reagan administration used its mandate to push forward a 

vision of an America returning to the conservative values of an earlier era. Shortly after 

Reagan entered office in 1981, Congress acknowledged the administration‘s anti-

government mandate when it passed into law the Economic Recovery Tax Act of 1981 

(Pub. L. 97-34), which resulted in several tax cuts, and the Omnibus Budget 

Reconciliation Act of 1981 (Pub. L. 97-35), which drastically cut social welfare spending. 

Four years later, Reagan laid the foundation for what he called the ―second American 

revolution for hope and opportunity‖ when he introduced a tax reform initiative designed 

to ―promote more fairness for families.‖
9
 The administration‘s plan for reform included 

provisions designed to increase personal exemptions and dependent tax credits, remove 

many working poor from the tax rolls, and enhance tax benefits for a spouse ―working in 

the home.‖
10

 By allowing American families to keep more of their money, the 

administration reasoned, the federal government could reduce family stress and 

strengthen family life. 

Liberal and conservative policymakers‘ previous efforts to reduce tax rates for the 

lowest income brackets had failed to generate political support in part because of its 

potential effects on those in the highest income brackets. C. Eugene Steuerle, an 

economist who served as the Deputy Assistant Secretary of the Treasury for Tax Analysis 

from 1987 to 1989, explained that ―[l]ower taxes at the bottom almost inevitably mean[t] 

higher marginal rates, especially when comparing tax rate structures of equal yield.‖
11

 If 

the Reagan administration and the other conservative and liberal proponents of tax reform 
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were going to generate support for a significant shift in the nation‘s tax burden, they 

needed to make a compelling case.
12

 In the advocates‘ congressional testimony and 

public speeches on behalf of tax reform, they helped generate support for these changes 

by using a rhetoric of compassion. The proponents highlighted the inequalities in the 

nation‘s tax system, described how these inequalities allegedly inhibited working 

Americans‘ efforts to address their families‘ needs, and argued that the federal 

government had an obligation to reduce the financial stress low- and moderate-income 

families faced. Portraying American families as being burdened by unfair taxes, the 

proponents appealed to policymakers‘ sense of fairness.  

Just as they had in the past, the proponents of reform depicted families as victims. 

They maintained that America‘s low-income and middle-class families were being 

treated ―unfairly,‖ insisting that they were forced to ―subsidize excessive tax breaks for 

the wealthy.‖
13

 Although these men and women were simply ―trying to get ahead‖
14

 and 

provide a better future for themselves and their families, the system ―penalize[d] work 

and saving and risk taking.‖
15

 These injustices were most burdensome for the poor 

―working people‖ who were being driven ―deeper into poverty.‖
16

 However, they also 

negatively affected middle class families who bore the ―bulk of the tax burden,‖
17

 stay-at-

home spouses whose ―valuable service to the family‖
18

 went overlooked in the tax 

system, low-income families who were ―paying a larger share of their meager incomes‖
19

 

in federal taxes, and working parents who watched as the system took from them the 

―resources they need[ed] to raise their children.‖
20

 Emphasizing the urgent need to 

demonstrate the country‘s ―commitment to American families‖
21

 and ―family values,‖ 
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President Reagan urged Congress to ―give the family a break‖
22

 and restructure the tax 

system.  

These depictions helped generate support for both the tax reforms and the nation‘s 

taxpaying families. The proponents claimed that these families were hardworking, moral, 

and law-abiding. Unlike the corporations and extremely wealthy who evaded their tax 

responsibilities, these families maintained steady employment, supported themselves and 

their children, and paid more than their ―fair share‖ of the nation‘s taxes.
23

 Many of these 

families required two incomes simply to keep themselves off welfare, while other 

families gave up an extra income so that one spouse could remain in the home. The 

advocates claimed that these families embraced the values of opportunity, hard work, and 

personal responsibility. And, for those reasons alone, the proponents maintained, these 

families ―deserve[d] a break from high tax rates and a complex tax code.‖
24

 Invoking the 

image of the traditional family ideal, and arguing that Congress had an obligation to 

eliminate the barriers supposedly preventing families from achieving that ideal, the 

proponents convinced the nation of the need for reform. 

Although no one overtly objected to ―helping‖ families, policymakers struggled to 

develop a plan that could negotiate the competing interests of those at the lower and 

upper ends of the tax bracket.
 25

 After a series of compromises, the House passed a tax 

reform plan on September 25, 1986, by a vote of 292-136 and the Senate passed the 

legislation two days later by a vote of 74-23. On October 22, 1986, President Reagan 

signed into law the Tax Reform Act of 1986 (Pub. L. 99-514). He lauded the bill‘s 

proposals and described the legislation as the ―best anti-poverty bill, the best pro-family 

measure and the best job-creation program ever to come out of the Congress.‖
26
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Preserving “The Family” 

The passage of the Tax Reform Act of 1986 marked an important moment in the 

contemporary family policy debates. Political scientists M. Stephen Weatherford and 

Lorraine M. McDonnell assert: ―No president since Hoover had called for substantially 

diminishing the government‘s role in redistributive social programs; Reagan 

accomplished it.‖
27

 Historian W. Elliot Brownlee added: ―It can be argued that, as a result 

of the bipartisan effort, the Tax Reform Act of 1986 advanced a process of restoring to 

federal taxation the sense of balance sought by the founders of the republic.‖
28

 It also 

helped the administration move one step closer to fulfilling its promise to get the 

government off the backs of the nation‘s families by increasing personal exemptions and 

deductions for dependents, reducing the amount of taxes low-income workers had to pay, 

and removing an estimated six million impoverished Americans from the tax rolls.
29

  

Although Reagan claimed that the ―taxing power of government . . . must not be 

used to regulate the economy or bring about social change,‖
30

 the provisions belied the 

administration‘s attempt to reverse or, at least, stall the changes in U.S. family life. The 

increase in the personal exemption and the reduction in the amount of taxes low- and 

moderate-income families faced was an apparent attempt to reduce the likelihood that 

more spouses ―who would rather stay home with their children‖ would be ―forced to go 

looking for jobs.‖
31

 The elimination of the two-earner deduction and an increase in a non-

working spouse‘s allowable IRA contributions demonstrated an effort to eliminate the 

alleged discrimination against one-earner couples and homemakers. The increase in the 

child care exemption reflected the administration‘s goal to ―make it economical to raise 
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children again.‖
32

 Perhaps most significantly, the removal of an estimated six million 

low-income families from the tax rolls marked an overt attempt to reward the ―special 

effort and extra hard work‖ low-income families supposedly needed to make the 

―difficult climb up from poverty‖ and fulfill the traditional family ideal.
33

 Even though 

administration officials publicly insisted that the tax plan was not intended to pit 

―lifestyle against lifestyle,‖
34

 the tax bill‘s provisions uncover the White House‘s attempt 

to privilege and promote the ―traditional‖ family ideal. 

Improving Working Families’ Child Care Options: The Rhetoric of Compassion in 

the 1987-1990 Debates over a Federal Child Care Bill 

The Reagan administration‘s efforts to ―preserve‖ family life were not limited to 

tax policy alone. In February 1986, as Congress was debating the tax reform bill, the 

administration appointed twenty-one representatives to a family work group to ―study 

how government at all levels could be more supportive of American families.‖
35

 The 

work group completed its assessment and, in December 1986, sent the White House a list 

of ―additional steps‖ the nation ―can and should take to preserve and protect the 

American family.‖
36

 The recommendations included proposals designed to ―return to the 

community the authority to set norms and affirm values,‖
37

 compel estranged parents to 

pay child support, reduce teen ―promiscuity‖ and ―illegitimate‖ births,
38

 and ―aid‖ 

welfare recipients in the ―acquisition of those values‖ assumedly needed for ―upward 

mobility.‖
39

 Insisting that urgent action was needed to combat the effects of the ―anti-

family agenda‖ of the 1960s and 1970s, the work group implored the administration to 

use the federal government to ―support and affirm‖ traditional family values.
40
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The renewed focus on ―strengthening‖ family life was not limited to the Reagan 

administration alone. In 1986, the Democratic National Commission revealed its own 

agenda for improving conditions for American families. The Commission called for a 

―commitment to stronger families‖ and appealed to the nation to enact ―pro-family 

policies‖ designed to ―raise family income, help keep families together and provide some 

assistance to parents in their day-to-day lives.‖
41

 Shortly after the report‘s publication, a 

group of primarily liberal policymakers and social activists began pursuing the 

Commission‘s mandate for change. In 1987, 126 representatives and 22 senators 

introduced the Act for Better Child Care (ABC), a progressive measure designed to 

provide federal funding to states to increase the number, affordability, and quality of 

child care options available to low- and moderate-income families not on welfare.
42

 By 

improving these families‘ child care options, the proponents maintained, the federal 

government could help working families better address the pressures they faced.  

Historically, the nation had resisted efforts to promote federal involvement in 

child care on the grounds that it was a private matter best handled by the families 

themselves. During his 1971 veto of the most expansive and comprehensive child care 

bill ever passed through Congress, President Richard Nixon remarked that the nation 

―cannot and will not ignore the challenge to do more for America‘s children in their all-

important early years.‖
 43

 But, he added, ―our response to this challenge must be a 

measured, evolutionary, painstakingly considered one, consciously designed to cement 

the family in its rightful position as the keystone of our civilization.‖ Similar concerns 

about the federal government‘s ―proper‖ role inhibited subsequent efforts to enact a 

federal child care initiative. If child care advocates in the late 1980s were going to 
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convince Congress and the administration to take a more active role in addressing 

working families‘ child care needs, they had to make a compelling case. The proponents 

of reform attempted to do that by using a rhetoric of compassion during their statements 

before Congress. They drew attention to the rising number of children in need of child 

care, highlighted how the lack of ―affordable‖ and ―quality‖ child care options allegedly 

hindered both child and family well-being, and argued that the federal government had a 

responsibility to respond to the needs of America‘s children. Portraying the bill‘s 

intended recipients as helpless children worthy of the nation‘s support, the proponents 

appealed to policymakers‘ sense of pity and concern. 

The ABC was targeted toward the children of low- and moderate-income female-

headed and dual-income families who, the proponents claimed, were ―most in need‖
 
of 

―affordable‖ and ―quality‖ child care options.
44

 The advocates noted that the majority of 

these children‘s mothers entered the workforce because they were the ―sole providers for 

their children‖ or because their husbands‘ income was insufficient to meet their families‘ 

basic needs.
45

 Many of these children did not have access to ―relatives or parents or 

grandparents‖ who were willing or qualified to provide ―quality‖ child care.
46

 As a result, 

millions of families were forced to subject their children to ―marginal or inadequate‖
47

 

care or, worse, adopt ―latchkey‖
48

 arrangements in which the children had to care for 

themselves. All things considered, the proponents argued, these children‘s families were 

committed to providing them ―economic security‖
49

 and meeting their basic needs. The 

families just needed some assistance to ensure that their children received the quality 

child care they needed and deserved.  
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These depictions helped generate both support for the bill and compassion for the 

nation‘s working families. The advocates claimed that these children‘s mothers were not 

entering the workforce out of choice or to achieve self-fulfillment. Nor were the families 

trying to surrender their child care responsibilities. Instead, they were committed to the 

traditional family ideal and recognized that they had to make sacrifices to meet their 

families‘ economic needs. These depictions also responded to the critics‘ claims that the 

bill was a ―middle-class entitlement that subsidize[d] child care for ‗yuppie‘ 

professionals.‖
50

 The proponents acknowledged that the bill‘s call for increased federal 

regulation of child care facilities would benefit ―all working families,‖ but maintained 

that the bill gave ―top priority‖ to the families at the ―lowest income levels.‖
51

 Insisting 

that the nation could not continue to ―ignore the needs of the youngest segment of our 

population and their families,‖
52

 the ABC proponents implored Congress to enact the 

child care bill.  

As public support for a federal child care initiative grew, more policymakers—

including President George H. W. Bush—expressed their support for a child care 

initiative.
53

 Still, many disagreed with the ABC‘s provisions. Politicians on both sides of 

the aisle participated in heated debates about whether the bill should favor dual income 

earners or families who cared for children in their home; whether religious providers 

could receive federal funds; whether the government should employ a voucher program; 

and the eligibility requirements for child care providers.
54

 President Bush eventually 

introduced a counter-proposal designed to provide tax breaks for businesses that provided 

child care, but the ABC proponents refused to endorse the administration‘s plan.  
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After much compromise and negotiation, the Senate passed a federal child care 

initiative by a voice vote on June 23, 1989, and the House of Representatives passed the 

bill on October 27, 1990, by a vote of 265-145. On November 5, 1990, President Bush 

approved the Child Care and Development Block Grant which was a part of the Omnibus 

Reconciliation Act of 1990 (Pub. L. 101-508). The five-year, $22.5 billion child care 

package included tax credits for families with at least one employed parent, financial 

support for low-income families not on welfare, and funding for new state initiatives 

designed to improve the quality of child care. The bill allowed religious institutions, but 

not schools, to receive funding and stipulated that the states should determine the 

regulations for its child care facilities.  

Reinforcing Parental “Choice” 

Social policy scholar Sally Solomon Cohen argued that the 1990 child care bill 

was another important touchstone in U.S. family policy because it ―marked the first time 

politicians in the executive and legislative branches of government reached an agreement 

about the role of the federal government in the child care arena.‖
55

 To be sure, the bill‘s 

passage suggested that policymakers endorsed the need to expand the child care options 

available for working parents. The rhetoric of the debates, however, suggests that this 

consensus was largely built around support for the traditional value of parental ―choice‖ 

and family autonomy. The bill‘s proponents insisted that, if ―forced to work to make ends 

meet,‖ every mother should have a ―range of day care options‖ from which to choose.
56

 

Similarly, the bill‘s opponents insisted that one-earner couples should not be ―force[d]‖ 
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to ―pay for the privilege of rearing their children‖ or subsidize married women who 

entered the workforce for extra spending money.
57

 The child care bill‘s increased tax 

credits for single-earner couples—which were not a part of the initial Act for Better Child 

Care proposal—reflected more conservative policymakers‘ attempt to reward single-

earner families for their ―choice‖ to give up one income so as to allow one parent to 

remain in the home to care for a child.  

The issue of parental choice was seemingly so central to justifying the bill‘s 

passage that President Bush singled out the child care provision during his signing 

statement of the larger budget bill that enacted the child care initiatives. Bush lauded the 

bill for increasing parents‘ opportunities ―to obtain the child care they desire‖—including 

religious facilities ―if the parents so choose‖—and for providing tax credits and block 

grants for new measures designed to ―enable parents to exercise their own judgment‖ 

when choosing a child care arrangement or program.
58

 Bush‘s approval of the child care 

provisions suggested that his administration, unlike the Reagan administration, was 

willing to enact new social welfare programs to respond to working families‘ needs. 

However, Bush‘s repeated refusal to endorse a proposed Family and Medical Leave Act 

showed the limits of his support.
59

  

Helping Families Negotiate Their Work-Family Demands: The Rhetoric of 

Compassion in the 1985-1993 Debates over the Family and Medical Leave Act  

Many policymakers identified child care as one of the central ―issues for the 

1980s.‖
 60

 But U.S. families faced other work-related issues. During the mid-1980s, some 

feminist organizations and family interest groups drew policymakers‘ attention to the 
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growing number of workers who complained that outdated employment workplace 

standards had forced them to ―choose between their families and their jobs‖ during a 

family emergency.
61

 In 1985, in response to these complaints, some federal 

representatives and senators introduced the Family and Medical Leave Act (FMLA), a 

federal mandate that would require employers to grant leaves of absence for employees 

who had a serious illness or who had to care for a parent, spouse, sick child, a newborn, 

or a newly adopted child.
62

 By granting employees leave time during temporary moments 

of family transition and personal stress, the FMLA proponents argued, the federal 

government could help the nation‘s millions of working families secure a measure of job 

security and protection not available at that time.  

Although many policymakers and employers endorsed the FMLA‘s goals, few 

agreed that the federal government should determine what benefits employers needed to 

provide their employees. If the proponents were going to generate support for the bill, 

they needed to show why a federal mandate was both needed and desirable. In their 

statements to Congress on behalf of the bill, the proponents tried to do this using a 

rhetoric of compassion. The proponents highlighted the changes in family life, described 

how existing employment laws and practices supposedly hindered employees‘ efforts to 

fulfill their work and families‘ needs, and argued that the federal government had an 

obligation to compel the nation‘s employers to update their policies to respond to the 

changes in family life. Portraying the FMLA as a progressive measure that would help 

employees better negotiate their work-family demands, the advocates contributed to the 

bill‘s success.  
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The proponents offered a positive description of the FMLA, describing it as a 

―starting point for the entire Nation to treat our families reasonably and 

compassionately.‖
63

 They maintained that the bill would ―support working parents‖ by 

establishing ―flexible leave options‖ that promoted ―family stability and job security.‖
64

 

In doing so, the proposal would prevent a ―single mother‖ from being ―forced to lose her 

job to take care of a dangerously ill child,‖
65

 allow a father to ―count on returning to work 

after taking care of his family‘s emergency at home,‖ and give either parent the 

―opportunity to care for their newborn or newly adopted children, and share in the 

emotional rewards of so doing.‖
66

 The bill‘s benefits, however, were not limited to 

parents alone. The proponents noted that the FMLA would ―ease the burdens‖
67

 of 

millions of adults who were ―struggling to make sure their parents live[d] a quality life to 

the end‖ and employees who needed to care for a spouse during ―a transition period of 

serious illness or perhaps more permanently.‖
68

 In short, the proponents argued, the 

FMLA would ―help mitigate the stress that result[ed] in times of family crisis.‖
69

  

These depictions helped generate support for the FMLA. The proponents argued 

that the bill reflected a ―true pro-family philosophy‖
70

 by recognizing the family‘s 

important social and emotional functions and providing employees increased 

opportunities to address their families‘ needs during stressful and transitional family 

moments. Whereas other family-related bills addressed the needs of a few family types, 

the FMLA responded to the needs of a ―wide range of family patterns.‖
71

 For instance, 

Bishop James W. Malone pointed out that the bill would address the ―human tragedy‖ 

that touched ―urban families, rural families, and suburban families; families that come 

from every walk of life.‖
 72

 Insisting that it was ―time to stop paying lip service to family 
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values,‖ the FMLA proponents appealed to Congress to take the ―first step toward 

ensuring that a worker‘s right to care for his or her family will be protected‖ by passing 

the FMLA.
73

 

When the FMLA advocates first proposed the bill, few came forward in 

opposition to the initiative. As the bill began to generate support, a backlash developed. 

The U.S. Chamber of Commerce and other members of the small-business community 

organized a countermovement to spotlight the ways, they argued, the bill would hinder 

businesses. President George H. W. Bush joined in the efforts to steer the conversation 

away from a federal mandate, calling instead for tax credits for businesses that offered 

their employees leave time. Other conservative critics charged that the bill would harm 

working families by limiting their benefit options and forcing them to subsidize other 

workers‘ absences. Despite FMLA opponents‘ efforts, however, the bill‘s supporters 

could not be swayed.  

After much negotiation and compromise about the amount of leave time 

employees should receive and the number of businesses that should be forced to comply, 

Congress passed the bill in both 1990 and 1992. Both times President Bush vetoed the 

legislation on the grounds that it failed to ―meet the diverse needs‖ of employers, 

families, and the nation.
74

 President William J. Clinton‘s election in 1992 signaled a 

turning point in the debate over the FMLA. On February 3, 1993, the House passed the 

bill by a vote of 265-163 and the next day the Senate passed it by a vote of 71-27. On 

February 5, 1993, the newly inaugurated President Clinton signed into law the Family 

and Medical Leave Act of 1993 (Pub. L. 103-3). According to the new mandate, 

businesses with fifty or more employees were supposed to provide their employees with 
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twelve weeks of unpaid leave to recover from an illness or to care for a parent, spouse, 

newborn, or a newly adopted child. The law also required employers to maintain an 

employee‘s health insurance during his or her absence and provide the employee the 

same or comparable job and salary benefits upon his or her return. During the signing 

ceremony, President Clinton heralded the bill as a major success in the nation‘s efforts to 

―balance the demands of the workplace with the needs of families.‖
75

   

Reinforcing Familial Care 

The passage of the Family and Medical Leave Act of 1993 (FMLA) marked 

another important touchstone in the nation‘s ongoing efforts to respond to working 

families‘ changing needs. The progressive bill recognized both working women‘s and 

men‘s need to provide care for themselves, their children, their spouses, and their elderly 

parents. At the same time, the arguments the proponents offered in support of the FMLA 

were grounded in the long-held view that the family unit was best equipped to meet the 

needs of its individual family members. Throughout the debates, the proponents 

repeatedly argued that all employees should have the ―right‖ to care for their children, 

spouses, and parents when their families needed them most.
76

 The advocates insisted that 

family leave was especially important for young infants, for whom there was ―total 

agreement‖ among family experts that a parent was the ―best caretaker for the child in the 

first few months of life.‖
77

  

The arguments offered on behalf of the FMLA ostensibly supported the 

proponents‘ claim that family and medical leave should be a ―minimum standard of 
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benefits‖ for all of America‘s working families.
78

 The bill‘s provisions, however, favored 

middle-class families and dual-earner couples. The leave‘s unpaid status failed to 

acknowledge the constraints of low-income and single-parent families for whom any 

absence contributed to economic hardship. Labor Counsel Lisa Bornstein asserts that by 

failing to provide wage replacement or paid leave, the bill ―privilege[d] those who have 

the financial resources to support themselves for twelve weeks.‖
79

 Likewise, the bill‘s 

exemption of businesses with less than fifty employees excluded many of the lowest-

paying jobs and those most frequently filled by female workers. The proponents tried to 

diffuse their critics‘ claims that the FMLA was a ―yuppie bill,‖ insisting that ―the 

fundamental goal‖ was ―job protection for those now at risk of job loss when a crisis 

hits.‖
80

 Suggesting that some coverage was better than no coverage at all, the FMLA 

supporters dismissed their opponents‘ criticisms.  

The bill also had implications for extended families, military families, and 

heterosexual and same-sex cohabitating couples, although no one addressed them at the 

time. By limiting the bill‘s definition to spouses, children, and birth or adoptive parents, 

policymakers excluded many people who fulfilled the family‘s ―traditional‖ care giving 

functions but lacked a formal legal or immediate biological family relationship. The U.S. 

Department of Labor (DOL) eventually modified the FMLA to alleviate some of these 

discrepancies. On November 17, 2008, the DOL published its ―final rule,‖ which created 

two new initiatives to assist military families.
81

 The ―Military Caregiver Leave‖ provided 

for an immediate or extended family member to take time off to care for a service 

member ―with a serious illness or injury incurred in the line of duty on active duty.‖ The 

―Qualifying Exigency Leave‖ allowed the families of active National Guard members to 
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take off additional time to manage the service person‘s affairs in his or her absence. The 

DOL also responded to increased demands to provide coverage to same-sex couples and 

other ―nontraditional‖ families. On June 26, 2010, DOL officials stated that an 

―employee who assumes the role of caring for a child‖ would receive ―parental rights to 

family leave regardless of the legal or biological relationship.‖
82

 A press release 

announcing the clarification quoted Secretary of Labor Hilda L. Solis as stating: ―The 

Labor Department‘s action today sends a clear message to workers and employers alike: 

All families, including LGBT families, are protected by the FMLA.‖ 

Conclusion 

The 1985-1993 ―family policy‖ debates highlight the conflicting perspectives 

about the federal government‘s ―proper‖ role in contemporary family life. The passage of 

the Tax Reform Act of 1986 suggests that policymakers at the time embraced the view 

that the government could alleviate family stress by reducing families‘ financial burden. 

The 1990 child care bill illustrates policymakers‘ view that the government should 

increase the number of supportive policies available to the growing number of employed 

single and married mothers. The success of the Family and Medical Leave Act of 1993 

indicates that policymakers from across the political spectrum endorsed the federal 

government‘s attempts to reorient the nation‘s workplaces to provide more flexibility for 

families during periods of stress and transition. 

On the surface, the 1985-1993 family policy debates illustrate the competing 

worldviews that linguist George Lakoff has argued dominate contemporary politics with 



www.manaraa.com

95 

 

the child care and family leave proponents adopting the liberal ―Nurturant Parent 

model‖—which emphasizes love, empathy, and nurturance—and the tax reform 

proponents adopting the conservative ―Strict Father model‖—which emphasizes moral 

authority, self-reliance, and self-discipline.
83

 A closer look at the rhetoric of these 

debates, however, suggests that the policymakers shared more points of consensus than 

contention.  

The diversity of the measures and the introduction of counterproposals indicate 

that policymakers at the time agreed that the federal government should take action to 

alleviate family stress. Whereas most of the previous debates regarding welfare reform 

and women‘s rights surrounded questions of whether the specific policy in question was 

needed, the bulk of the ―family policy‖ debates was focused on how the federal 

government could best secure those goals. As a result, the final bills reflected a blend of 

conservative and liberal policy proposals. The Reagan administration‘s tax reform bill 

was a counterproposal issued in response to earlier reform bills introduced by Democrats, 

and its passage relied on bi-partisan efforts to promote tax reform.
84

 Likewise, the final 

child care bill included block grants—the hallmark of the Act for Better Child Care bill—

and tax credits—the basis of the Bush administration‘s counter proposal. Social policy 

scholar Steven Wisensale asserted that the bill‘s final version likely ―revealed more about 

the state of Congress in the 1990s than the nation‘s commitment to children.‖
85

 

These debates also point to a shared recognition that the ―traditional‖ family 

model, for better or worse, was no longer the norm. Although the Reagan administration 

made what appeared to be an effort to stall these changes with its tax reform proposals, 

its emphasis on ―preserving‖ the traditional family indicates an urgent concern that the 



www.manaraa.com

96 

 

model was in decline. Less than two years later, the advocates of the child care and 

FMLA bills repeatedly pointed to the growing chasm between the family ―ideal‖ and the 

―reality‖ of family life as evidence of the need to enact new work-related family policies.  

The rhetoric of the 1985-1993 family policy debates and the successful passage of 

three so-called ―pro-family‖ policies seemed to support both conservative and liberal 

policymakers‘ assertions that they were all ―pro-family.‖ And yet, while federal 

policymakers in the 1980s and early 1990s demonstrated a willingness to acknowledge 

and respond to the diversity of family life, elected officials in the mid-1990s and 2000s 

would come to show the limits of their support.   
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Chapter 5  
 

The Rhetoric of Family Values in the 1996-2006 Same-Sex Marriage Debates  

The 1985-1993 ―family policy‖ discussions responded primarily to the rising 

number of dual-income and employed single-female headed homes, but U.S. families 

faced other demographic changes as well. Shifting cultural attitudes about gender roles, 

increased tolerance toward gays and lesbians, and advances in reproductive technology 

contributed to a rise in the visibility of same-sex couples and parents. In 1990, the first 

year the census bureau enabled gays and lesbians to report their relationship status, 

145,000 same-sex couples identified themselves as ―unmarried partners.‖
1
 Of those 

couples, 21.7% of partnered lesbians and 5.2% of partnered gay men reported raising 

children in their homes.
2
 The growing number of same-sex families and their increased 

demands for the same legal rights and recognition afforded to opposite-sex families set 

the stage for a contentious debate about same-sex marriage.
3
  

The 1996-2006 same-sex marriage debates are important to a study of the rhetoric 

of family values in U.S. national policymaking because they politicized both ―the family‖ 

and ―marriage,‖ drew attention to the increasing diversity in U.S. family life, and forced 

the nation to reconsider the federal government‘s role in regulating family affairs. 

Writing in 2003, Lynn D. Wardle, Mark Strasser, William C. Duncan, and David Orgon 

Collidge asserted that future historians would ―likely identify‖ the debates over same-sex 

marriage and domestic partnerships as ―one of the defining domestic policy issues‖ at the 

turn of the millennium.
4
 Three years later, Craig A. Rimmerman and Clyde Wilcox 
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argued that same-sex marriage had ―replaced abortion as the focal issue of cultural 

conflict.‖
5
 Several communication scholars have analyzed the central arguments, 

rhetorical strategies, and media coverage of the state and federal-level debates over same-

sex marriage and domestic partnerships.
6
 This study builds on that work by exploring 

how same-sex marriage proponents and opponents invoked ―the family‖ in discussions 

surrounding the Defense of Marriage Act of 1996, a federal law that both defined 

marriage as a union between one man and one woman and enabled states to refuse to 

recognize same-sex marriages performed in other states; the 2003 Goodridge v. 

Massachusetts Department of Public Health case, the first state court decision that 

declared that gays and lesbians had a fundamental right to marry a member of the same 

sex; and the proposed Federal Marriage Amendment, a constitutional amendment 

designed to codify marriage as an exclusively heterosexual, monogamous institution.  

During the mid-1990s, supporters of the Defense of Marriage Act of 1996 

(DOMA) contributed to the bill‘s success by portraying DOMA as a moderate tool for 

protecting the ―traditional‖ definition of marriage and the people‘s right to define it. In 

the early 2000s, same-sex marriage proponents in Massachusetts helped justify the 

legalization of same-sex marriage—and an expansion of existing conceptions of ―the 

family‖—in the Goodridge v. Massachusetts Department of Public Health (2003) case by 

portraying the plaintiffs and other same-sex couples as loving, committed families worthy 

of the same marital rights and recognition afforded to opposite-sex couples. Following 

the Goodridge decision, same-sex marriage opponents tried to generate support for a 

Federal Marriage Amendment (FMA) by portraying same-sex marriage as a dangerous 

threat to ―traditional‖ marriage and ―the family.‖ Although the proponents and opponents 
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of same-sex marriage offered competing depictions of same-sex couples, they both 

endorsed marriage as a privileged and valuable social institution and the best 

environment to raise children. In the end, these debates shifted the larger family 

discussions from questions about what types of policies the government should enact to 

questions about what types of relationships the nation should recognize as legitimate 

families. 

Defending America’s Families and Values: The Rhetoric of Protection in the 

Debates over the Defense of Marriage Act of 1996 

Same-sex marriage became a national issue in the early 1990s when the Hawaii 

Supreme Court held in Baehr v. Lewin (1993) that prohibiting same-sex marriage 

constituted sex discrimination under state law. Although the court did not legalize same-

sex marriage, its ruling marked an important gain for the gay rights movement. Historian 

George Chauncey described the decision as a ―historic breakthrough that far surpassed 

the dreams of gay litigators and activists.‖
7
 The Hawaii Supreme Court‘s mandate that 

the lower court provide a ―compelling reason‖ to maintain the ban on same-sex marriage 

also created a legal basis for further challenges. If the state‘s high court rejected the lower 

court‘s arguments and ruled in favor of same-sex marriage, out-of-state same-sex couples 

could marry in Hawaii and try to compel their home states to give ―full faith and credit‖ 

to their marriages as was the norm for opposite-sex marriages performed in other states.
8
 

Although the legality of this maneuver remained uncertain, some gay rights organizations 

immediately made same-sex marriage a political goal and laid out a plan to challenge 

other states‘ marriage laws.
9
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In May 1996, four months before the Hawaii court was expected to rule in favor 

of same-sex marriage, a group of conservative and liberal policymakers introduced a 

federal bill designed to ―define and protect the institution of marriage.‖
10

 If passed, the 

Defense of Marriage Act (DOMA) would provide that one state did not have to give ―full 

faith and credit‖ to same-sex marriages performed in another state. It also would establish 

a federal definition of marriage that recognized the institution as being limited to a union 

between one man and one woman as husband and wife. Although federal policies 

influenced family formation and development, the states had jurisdiction over all matters 

pertaining to marriage, divorce, inheritance rights, and social welfare. If the DOMA 

proponents were going to generate support for expanding the federal government‘s role in 

marriage law and family life, they needed to explain why a national marriage bill was 

needed. In their congressional testimony offered on behalf of the DOMA, the proponents 

tried to do this by combining a rhetoric of compassion and a rhetoric of condemnation 

into a rhetoric of protection. The proponents highlighted the historical support for the 

heterosexual definition of marriage, drew attention to the perceived threats against this 

conception of marriage and family life, and argued that the federal government had an 

obligation to respond to these challenges. Portraying the DOMA as a tool for protecting 

―traditional‖ marriage and the people‘s right to define it, the bill‘s advocates generated 

political support for the initiative.  

DOMA proponents offered a positive portrayal of the bill, describing it as a 

―sensible and germane‖ ―reaction‖ to the perceived ―threat‖ against marriage and ―the 

family.‖
11

 The advocates maintained that the bill would ―help the Federal Government 

defend the traditional and common-sense‖ definition of marriage by ―mak[ing] clear‖ that 
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marriage was the ―legal union of one man and one woman as husband and wife.‖
12

 The 

advocates pointed out that this definition was not ―novel,‖
13

 but rather set a ―default 

standard‖
14

 that was a ―very consistent‖ interpretation of what Congress ―ha[d] intended‖ 

when it used the word ―marriage‖ ―over the past 200 years.‖ The DOMA‘s reach, 

however, was not limited to federal law alone. The proponents claimed that by ―removing 

the confusion‖ around the Full Faith and Credit Clause, the DOMA would ―protect the 

authority of each state to choose for itself whether to recognize same-sex marriage.‖
15

 

Insisting that the federal government could not ―afford to let judges usurp any more 

power and tyrannize an already besieged moral code,‖
16

 DOMA supporters appealed to 

Congress to take action to protect the ―people of the states and the people of the United 

States‖
 17

 against ―those who would manipulate federal laws to force same-sex marriage 

upon them.‖ 

These depictions helped justify the creation of a federal bill. The proponents 

repeatedly argued that an ―unelected court‖ and ―activists‖ in any state should not be able 

to ―mak[e] law for the rest of [the] nation‖ or be able to ―impose their personal political 

views upon an unwilling public under the guise of interpreting the Constitution.‖
18

 Nor 

should one state be able to ―dictate to the federal government how it must regulate 

behavior, define terms, [or] what standards it [should] use to grant or restrict benefits in 

federal programs, agencies, and laws.‖
19

 The bill was not an aggressive attempt on the 

part of the federal government to usurp state power, the DOMA advocates argued. 

Instead, it was a ―neutrality provision‖ designed to promote a ―balance of power and 

comity‖
 
among the individual states and between the states and the federal government.

20
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The depictions also responded to the bill‘s critics who accused the proponents of 

―fueling the fires of ignorance, intolerance, and hatred.‖
21

 DOMA proponents insisted 

that they were not trying to be ―mean-spirited‖ or promote discrimination against gays 

and lesbians.
22

 Instead, they were advancing the interests of the millions of ―ordinary 

people‖ who upheld the view that marriage was ―about bringing the two sexes together in 

a biological, social, economic, spiritual union.‖
23

 The bill also affirmed the belief that the 

―traditional‖ conception of marriage was the ―ideal structure within which to beget and 

raise children.‖
24

 At a time when society was already struggling with the existing ―social 

costs‖ of the ―decline in marriage‖
 
and the ―breakdown of the family,‖ DOMA 

proponents‘ maintained, it was imperative that Congress do everything in its power to 

―protect and preserve‖ traditional conceptions of marriage and family life.
25

   

Although the DOMA‘s passage would result in a dramatic expansion of the 

government‘s role in family life, few policymakers and activists spoke out against the 

bill. Those who did, argued that the bill was both unnecessary and discriminatory toward 

same-sex couples. In an apparent effort to counteract the DOMA‘s potential effects, the 

bill‘s opponents tried to amend the bill‘s two provisions. They also introduced a job bias 

bill to prevent discrimination against gays and lesbians in the workplace. Neither the 

amendments nor the job bias bill, however, generated much support. The DOMA, 

however, passed quickly through Congress. On July 12, 1996, the House approved the 

bill by a vote of 342-67, and on September 10, 1996, the Senate endorsed the bill by a 

vote of 85-14. Eleven days later, President William J. Clinton signed into law the Defense 

of Marriage Act of 1996 (Pub. L. 104-199) and the federal government went on record in 

support of the ―traditional‖ definition of marriage.
26
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Reaffirming “Traditional” Marriage  

Since at least the rise of the pro-family campaign in the early 1970s, conservative 

advocacy groups had called upon the federal government to take a more active approach 

in promoting ―traditional‖ family values and counteracting the alleged effects of the 

sexual revolution. The Defense of Marriage Act, in putting the ―nation‘s imprimatur on 

one man and one woman in sacred union,‖ seemingly answered their calls.
27

 The bill‘s 

emphasis on one man and one woman reinforced the heteronormative assumption that 

men and women possessed unique gender-based traits that could be neither duplicated 

nor replaced by a member of the opposite sex. The bill also codified monogamy as the 

―preferred‖ relationship structure and suggested that socially—and, for some of the 

proponents, religiously—sanctioned heterosexual, monogamous unions were and should 

remain privileged above all other relationship types.  

Although the bill‘s text and provisions did not mention children, the DOMA 

proponents repeatedly pointed to marriage‘s procreative and childrearing functions as 

justification for reaffirming the heterosexual, monogamous ideal. U.S. Representative 

Charles T. Canady (R-FL) overtly declared: ―Marriage exists so that men and women will 

come together in the type of committed relationships that are uniquely capable of 

producing and nurturing children.‖
28

 Others, like Gary Bauer, president of the Family 

Research Council and a former advisor for the Reagan administration, pointed to the 

―mounting evidence that the mother and father family [was] the foundation of 

civilization‖ as evidence of the need to maintain the existing heterosexual definition of 

marriage.
29

 And yet, while the DOMA proponents argued that marriage was the most 



www.manaraa.com

111 

 

stable environment for children, they refused to discuss how the bill might affect the 

well-being and security of the children of same-sex couples. DOMA opponents 

repeatedly tried to force the bill‘s supporters to confront the bill‘s potential implications 

for these children. DOMA proponents evaded the topic, however, pointing out the 

DOMA retained each state‘s ability to perform and recognize same-sex marriages if they 

chose. For federal purposes, the advocates maintained, the ―traditional‖ definition of 

marriage as a union between one man and one woman as husband and wife would remain 

the privileged family form. 

Legitimating Same-Sex Relationships: The Rhetoric of Compassion in the Goodridge 

v. Massachusetts Department of Public Health (2003) Court Case  

DOMA‘s passage seemingly settled the same-sex marriage debate at the federal 

level. However, the state debates had only begun. In December 1996, the Hawaii 

Supreme Court upheld its earlier ruling and subsequently declared that gay and lesbian 

couples were entitled to the same marital rights as heterosexual couples. The court‘s 

ruling was voided in 1998, however, when Hawaii citizens voted to amend the state 

constitution to prohibit same-sex marriage. Same-sex couples in Alaska experienced a 

similar fate that same year. In February, the Alaska Superior court ruled in the Brause v. 

Bureau of Vital Statistics (1998) case that the state needed to have a compelling reason to 

uphold its ban on same-sex marriage. Ten months later, after the Alaska Supreme Court 

ruled in favor of same-sex marriage, Alaskan voters amended the constitution to restrict 

marriage to opposite-sex couples. Between 1996 and 2002, a total of twenty-four states 

enacted DOMAs or constitutional amendments prohibiting same-sex marriage and, in 
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2001, 57% of Americans polled on the issue reported that they opposed legalizing the 

unions.
30

  

Despite the opposition to same-sex marriage, gay and lesbian couples continued 

to pursue legal recognition for their relationships at the state level.
31

 Gay rights advocates 

experienced an important gain in April 2000, when Vermont became the first state to 

formally recognize gay and lesbian relationships. Although the state refused to recognize 

same-sex ―marriage‖ in name, the newly created ―civil unions‖ provided its gay and 

lesbian residents access to the same rights, protections, and benefits afforded to married 

couples. Moreover, the Baker v. Vermont (1999) decision that prompted the development 

of civil unions provided a legal foundation for further efforts to secure same-sex 

marriage. In April 2001, the Gay and Lesbian Advocates and Defenders (GLAD) 

organization cited the Baker ruling when it filed a lawsuit in Massachusetts on behalf of 

seven same-sex couples who had been denied marriage licenses. Arguing that the state‘s 

marriage laws violated gay and lesbian individuals‘ rights, GLAD appealed to the court 

to eliminate the state‘s ban on same-sex marriage and to grant same-sex couples the same 

rights, protections, and formal legal recognition available to married couples.  

The passage of the federal and several state-level DOMAs suggested that many 

policymakers upheld the ―traditional‖ view that marriage should be confined to opposite-

sex couples. If GLAD and other gay rights proponents were going to persuade the 

Massachusetts court to lift the ban on same-sex marriage, they needed to show why 

same-sex couples deserved the same rights and recognition as opposite-sex couples. In 

their court briefs offered on behalf of the plaintiffs, the proponents tried to do this by 

using a rhetoric of compassion. They highlighted the inequalities same-sex couples faced, 
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described how these inequalities supposedly hindered these families‘ security and well-

being, and argued that the court had an obligation to eliminate these barriers. Portraying 

same-sex couples as loving, committed families worthy of full marital rights and 

recognition, the proponents appealed to the Court‘s sense of fairness and pity.  

The advocates of same-sex marriage offered a positive depiction of the plaintiffs 

and other same-sex couples, maintaining that the couples had ―formed families of love, 

commitment and affection.‖
32

 The proponents explained that the plaintiffs ―value[ed] 

their families, pointing out the couples had been living together in ―committed 

partnership[s]‖ from between six to thirty years and ―intend[ed] to do so for life.‖
33

 Like 

their ―married neighbors,‖ the couples ―organized themselves into economically 

integrated households,‖ ―assumed joint responsibility‖ for each other‘s debts, and owned 

their homes together as ―joint tenants with rights of survivorship.‖
34

 Four of the plaintiff 

couples, like other gays and lesbians, were ―raising children born or adopted into the 

relationship.‖
35

 Others had formed ―blended families‖ with their children from previous 

relationships.
36

 The plaintiffs‘ lives, proponents maintained, spoke to their ―cultural 

inclusion in ‗family‘ and the larger Massachusetts community.‖
37

 Denying the families 

access to the same rights as opposite-sex couples was both discriminatory and detrimental 

to the families‘ well-being. 

These depictions helped explain why these couples were ―worthy‖ of marriage. 

Like their married neighbors, the plaintiffs and other same-sex couples ―cherish[ed] their 

families‖ and ―share[d] the same aspirations.‖
38

 Despite lacking the same legal and 

financial protections and benefits, the couples were committed to fulfilling their 

―traditional‖ familial obligations like childrearing, caring for elderly relatives, and 
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providing financial support. At the same time, the depictions seemingly minimized the 

alleged ―threat‖ same-sex couples posed. The proponents showed that these couples were 

not extremists or activists conducting a concerted plan to revolutionize or redefine 

marriage and the family. Instead, they were ―deeply loyal and committed‖ couples who 

recognized that marriage was a ―special expression of commitment which [was] uniquely 

understood by others.‖
39

 They wanted to ―make a statement for themselves and others 

about their enduring love and commitment to one another,‖ ―provide legal protection for 

themselves and their family,‖ and secure for their children the ―social recognition and 

security which comes from having married parents.‖
40

 These families had clearly 

demonstrated that they were willing and able to accept the responsibilities of marriage 

and family life. As a result, the court had an obligation to provide them with the ―status 

of a marital relationship, as well as the protections, benefits and obligations—financial, 

legal, emotional and others—afforded to married couples.‖
41

 

In May 2002, the Superior Court denied the plaintiffs‘ claim on the grounds that 

the state had an interest in regulating marriage because ―procreation‖ was ―marriage‘s 

central purpose.‖
42

 The plaintiffs appealed the decision and helped secure a landmark 

victory for the gay rights movement. In November 2003, the Massachusetts Supreme 

Court lifted the state‘s ban on same-sex marriage and declared that same-sex couples 

were entitled to the same rights, privileges, and formal recognition as opposite-sex 

married couples. The Court acknowledged that its decision ―mark[ed] a change in the 

history of [Massachusetts‘] marriage law‖ and that many people held ―deep-seated 

religious, moral, and ethical convictions that marriage should be limited to the union of 

one man and one woman, and that homosexual conduct is immoral.‖
43

 ―But as a matter of 
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constitutional law,‖ it noted, ―neither the mantra of tradition, nor individual conviction, 

can justify the perpetuation of a hierarchy in which couples of the same sex and their 

families are deemed less worthy of social and legal recognition than couples of the 

opposite sex and their families.‖
44

 In spite of a challenge from the state legislature and 

Governor Mitt Romney, the court‘s ruling held and Massachusetts became the first state 

in the nation to declare that its gay and lesbian residents possessed a ―fundamental right‖ 

to marry someone of the same sex.
45

  

“Normalizing” Same-Sex Couples  

The 2003 Goodridge v. Massachusetts Department of Public Health ruling 

marked another important turning point in the same-sex marriage debates and the larger 

drive for gay rights. Historian George Chauncey asserts that, in legalizing same-sex 

marriage, the court ―made clear that a separate and unequal remedy such as civil unions 

would not suffice.‖
46

 But, while same-sex marriage advocates helped gay and lesbian 

couples in Massachusetts achieve marital equality, they continued to endorse the 

―traditional‖ family model as the unspoken ideal. Throughout the court documents, the 

proponents used comparative statements to draw attention to how same-sex couples and 

their families both endorsed and resembled the traditional family model. The proponents 

argued that ―like mixed-sex couples,‖ the plaintiffs sought to marry to ―declare their love, 

commitment and fidelity to each other and to the public.‖
47

 And, like their ―non-gay 

neighbors,‖ these couples recognized that marriage was a ―union that creates a family and 
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indicates that those involved share values that dictate the way in which they want to live 

their lives.‖
48

  

The proponents also directly addressed the issue of procreation, which their 

opponents identified as the central factor contributing to same-sex couples‘ supposed 

inferiority. The advocates declared that ―same-sex couples and different sex couples are 

similarly situated with respect to procreation.‖
49

 They explained that both same-sex and 

heterosexual couples may be ―unable to procreate or uninterested‖ in the prospect and 

noted that ―[b]oth same-sex and different sex couples‖ gave birth to, fostered, and 

adopted children.
50

 The advocates also pointed out the similar experiences children with 

same-sex and different-sex parents shared. The proponents added that medical and child 

welfare organizations like the American Academy of Pediatrics, the American 

Psychological Association, and the National Association of Social Workers had reached a 

―scientific consensus‖ that there was ―no systematic difference between gay and lesbian 

parents and other parents, or any detriment to children raised by gay and lesbian 

parents.‖
51

 Same-sex and opposite-sex couples, the proponents suggested, shared the 

same conceptions of marriage and family life, adopted the same family patterns, and 

performed the same family functions. With the single exception of the partners‘ gender, 

they implied, same-sex and different sex couples and families were virtually 

interchangeable.  

The proponents‘ ―sameness‖ argument, which the Massachusetts Supreme Court 

embraced and later spotlighted in its opinion and ruling, helped contribute to the 

legalization of same-sex marriage in Massachusetts. These arguments, however, had 

some larger implications for same-sex couples. Family scholars David H. Demo and 
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Katherine R. Allen contend that lesbian and gay families ―demonstrate a variety of 

intergroup and intra-group diversity‖ that provides a ―fertile testing ground for family 

theories‖ and poses ―interesting and provocative challenges for dominant family 

theories.‖
52

 In seemingly erasing the differences between same-sex and different-sex 

couples, same-sex marriage proponents failed to recognize and embrace the diversity of 

gay and lesbian family life or acknowledge the possibility that these families offered 

unique benefits. The ―sameness‖ arguments also hindered efforts to promote a more 

diverse conception of family life. Valerie Lehr, a political scientist and feminist scholar, 

maintains that by ―drawing on the dominant language of family,‖ gay rights advocates 

―create conditions that make the development of a radical democratic movement around 

family issues less likely, while simultaneously restricting the extent to which gays and 

lesbians can exercise agency in creating conditions that might better meet human 

needs.‖
53

 Inadvertently reinforcing the ―traditional‖ family ideal as the norm and standard 

by which all families should be judged, these arguments thus functioned as both a help 

and a hindrance.  

Maintaining “Traditional Marriage”: The Rhetoric of Condemnation in the 2003-

2006 Debates over the Federal Marriage Amendment 

The Goodridge decision sparked an enthusiastic response from same-sex marriage 

proponents across the nation. Government officials in cities ranging from San Francisco, 

California, to New Paltz, New York, to Sandoval, New Mexico, tried to provoke a 

similar—albeit temporary—change in their jurisdictions‘ marriage laws. Between 

February and April 2004, these county clerks and mayors issued more than 7,000 
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marriage licenses and performed twenty-five marriage ceremonies for gay and lesbian 

couples.
54

 Gay rights advocates tried to enact change through the judicial system as well. 

Energized by the legal success in Massachusetts, same-sex couples in California, 

Washington, New Jersey, Maryland, and other states challenged or appealed previous 

rulings against same-sex marriage.
55

  

The Goodridge decision incited a fervent backlash as well. In 2003, in an effort to 

counteract the current and future efforts to legalize same-sex marriage, U.S. 

Representative Marilyn Musgrave (R-CO) and U.S. Senator Wayne Allard (R-CO) 

introduced the Federal Marriage Amendment (FMA) into Congress. If passed, the FMA 

would declare that:  

Marriage in the United States shall consist only of the union of a man and a 

woman. Neither this Constitution or the constitution of any State, nor state or 

federal law, shall be construed to require that marital status or the legal incidents 

thereof be conferred upon unmarried couples or groups.
56

  

By codifying marriage as an exclusively heterosexual and monogamous institution, the 

FMA supporters claimed, the nation could both preserve and strengthen the institution of 

marriage and ―the family.‖ 

Massachusetts‘ legalization of same-sex marriage and Vermont‘s creation of civil 

unions suggested that some Americans were becoming more tolerant of gay and lesbian 

couples. If the FMA proponents were going to convince the nation that ―marriage‖ should 

be reserved exclusively for opposite-sex couples, they had to make a compelling case. In 

their congressional testimony offered in support of the FMA, the advocates tried to do 

this by using a rhetoric of condemnation. Portraying same-sex marriage as a threat to 
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families and society, the proponents‘ appealed to policymakers‘ sense of fear and 

concern.  

FMA proponents spotlighted the ―irreversible harm‖ that, they argued, same-sex 

marriage would ―wreak‖ on American families and society.
57

 They claimed that by 

―weakening the legal status of marriage‖
58

 and widening the ―separation between 

marriage and parenthood,‖
59

 same-sex marriage would ―exacerbate‖
60

 the nation‘s 

―soaring divorce rates,‖ ―out-of-wedlock birth rates,‖ and ―fatherless families.‖ They 

added that the ―weakening of the ethos of marriage among the middle and upper-middle 

classes would likely undo the progress made since welfare reform in stemming the tide of 

single parenthood among the urban poor.‖
61

 In addition to magnifying existing family 

and social pathologies, FMA supporters claimed, same-sex marriage would create a 

series of new problems. Granting gay and lesbian couples marital equality, they warned, 

would ―open up a Pandora‘s box‖ of questions about what qualified as a legitimate 

relationship and pave the way for the legalization of other historically taboo 

relationships.
62

 U.S. Representative Steve King (R-IA) declared that he did ―not predict 

that polygamy or incestual marriages‖ would soon ―become the norm,‖ but maintained 

that ―every time our social mores change to accept non-traditional marriage, we slide 

further down the values slope.‖
63

 Allowing gays and lesbians to marry members of the 

opposite sex, the proponents declared, would ―not simply undermine traditional 

marriage,‖ it would ―transform . . . society and the nature and reach of government‖ and 

lead to ―more, not less, government growth and social chaos.‖
64

 

These depictions helped refute opponents‘ claims that same-sex marriage would 

strengthen marriage and the family. The proponents pointed to some European countries‘ 
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experiences as evidence that recognizing same-sex relationships ―on the same level as 

traditional marriage‖ was not as harmless or beneficial as their opponents suggested.
65

 

Legalizing same-sex marriage in France did ―not extend marital rights,‖ they claimed, but 

rather ―abolishe[d] marriage‖ and put a ―new, flimsier institution in its place.‖
66

 Nor did 

Scandinavia‘s version of same-sex marriage promote the idea that ―marriage is for 

everyone‖ as its advocates had predicted.
67

 Instead, the FMA advocates claimed, the 

country‘s declining marriage and rising ―out-of-wedlock‖ birth rates suggested that ―gay 

marriage seem[ed] to be spreading the idea that no kind of family [was] preferable to any 

other.‖
68

 Implying that a similar outcome would occur in the United States if the nation 

failed to reserve marriage for heterosexual, monogamous couples, the FMA proponents 

reinforced their call for a complete ban on same-sex marriage. 

The FMA advocates‘ predictions also helped respond to the bill‘s critics who, 

once again, accused same-sex marriage opponents of trying to promote discrimination 

against gays and lesbians. The proponents repeatedly claimed that they were not trying to 

―disparage‖ same-sex couples and other ―non-traditional‖ family arrangements. Reverend 

Richard Richardson, for instance, remarked that people were ―working hard and doing 

the best they can to raise children.‖
69

 But, he and other FMA supporters maintained, 

those circumstances did ―not change the fact that there [was] an ideal‖ family form and 

that opposite sex marriage was the ―most stable foundation for families and in the best 

interests of children.‖
70

 Placing children and society‘s need for stable families and 

marriages above same-sex couples‘ supposed personal desires for legal recognition was 

not discrimination, the proponents declared. Instead, it was ―a sound policy judgment.‖
71
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Despite an endorsement from President George W. Bush and with 51% of 

Americans polled in 2004 reporting that they favored a federal marriage amendment, 

FMA advocates could not generate enough congressional support for the proposal.
72

 In 

2004 and 2006, the House voted to approve the bill by a vote of 227-186 and 236-187 

respectively. Both times, however, FMA supporters failed to secure the two-thirds 

majority vote needed to pass a constitutional amendment. The bill experienced even less 

success in the Senate. On July 14, 2004, the Senate voted 50-48 against a motion to bring 

the bill up for a formal vote and on June 7, 2006, it voted 49-48 on a similar motion.  

Nevertheless, FMA advocates seemingly secured their mandate at the state-level. 

In November 2004, citizens in eleven states passed constitutional amendments restricting 

marriage to one man and one woman, with eight of those states prohibiting civil unions or 

extending any other legal benefits to same-sex couples.
73

 By October 2006, all but five 

states and Washington, D.C., had enacted a law or constitutional amendment banning 

same-sex marriage. Five years later, ten states currently offer some sort of domestic 

partnership, civil union, or other form of legal recognition for same-sex couples.
74

 For the 

most part, however, the nation remains ―on record‖ in support of the ―traditional‖ 

heterosexual definition of marriage.  

Reinforcing the Cultural Divide 

The failure of the Federal Marriage Amendment (FMA) marked an important 

moment in the same-sex marriage debates and provides an opportunity to explore the 

limits of the rhetoric of family values in U.S. national policymaking. Like the Defense of 
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Marriage Act (DOMA), the FMA was designed to establish a national definition of 

marriage as a union between one man and one woman. Both bills also seemed to reflect 

the public‘s attitudes toward same-sex marriage at the time. But, whereas the DOMA 

passed quickly through Congress, the FMA repeatedly stalled.  

Those who have studied the debates over the FMA have identified one reason for 

the bill‘s failure. Legal scholar Lynn Wardle explains that some conservatives raised 

concern or opposed the amendment on the grounds that it would ―violate the traditional 

notion of federalism in family law.‖
75

 Former U.S. representative Bob Barr (R-GA), the 

primary author and sponsor of DOMA, conveyed these views in his congressional 

testimony about the FMA. Barr explained that he viewed the family as the ―fundamental 

building block of [U.S.] society and all civilized society‖ and, like the FMA supporters, 

was disturbed by the ―move to cheapen marriage from the standpoint of redefining it out 

of existence.‖
76

 But, he continued, he ―also ha[d] tremendous regard‖ for the U.S. system 

of government.
77

 Dismissing the need for and the appropriateness of a federal 

constitutional amendment, Barr and other opponents of same-sex marriage called upon 

policymakers and citizens to ―work at the community, at the family, [and] at the grass 

roots level‖ to ―shore up‖ their states‘ efforts to protect marriage and the family.
78

  

A comparison of the rhetoric surrounding the FMA and the DOMA provides 

some additional insights as to why the FMA may have failed to elicit a similar response. 

During both discussions, the bill‘s advocates acknowledged the competing perspectives 

about same-sex marriage. But whereas DOMA proponents seemingly tried to avoid 

disparaging same-sex marriage, FMA proponents actively employed a rhetoric of 

polarization to undermine same-sex marriage proponents and their cause. Throughout the 
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hearings, FMA supporters repeatedly described their opponents as ―unelected, 

unaccountable judges‖ and ―homosexual activists‖ who, they claimed, were trying to use 

―judicial fiat‖ to obtain ―moral approbation‖ for homosexuality.
79

 Unlike the ―vast 

majority of all Americans‖ who recognized that marriage was ―in the best interest of 

children,‖ FMA proponents maintained, same-sex marriage advocates were convincing 

judges that ―marriage [was] about discrimination‖ and would ―not stop until a national 

definition of marriage [was] legislated from the bench.‖
80

 Highlighting the supposed 

differences between same-sex marriage proponents‘ goals and values and those possessed 

by ―the American people,‖ FMA supporters tried to both discredit their adversaries‘ 

claims and compel the nation‘s policymakers to reject gay rights advocates‘ call for 

―radical change.‖
81

 The proponents‘ strategy illustrates the advantages and disadvantages 

of a rhetoric of polarization. The FMA proponents appeared to have succeeded in rallying 

many same-sex marriage opponents behind the call for a national ban on same-sex 

marriage, especially at the state level. At the same time, the strategies reinforced the 

existing cultural divisions over same-sex marriage and left little room for the deliberative 

discussion and political compromise needed to amend the nation‘s most powerful 

political document. 

Conclusion 

The 1996-2006 same-sex marriage debates drew attention to the conflicting 

perspectives about homosexuality and the increasing diversity of family life. The 1996 

Defense of Marriage Act reinforced the heterosexual, monogamous family model as the 
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ideal and temporarily suppressed gays‘ and lesbians‘ attempts to gain legitimacy for their 

relationships. The plaintiffs in the Goodridge v. Massachusetts Department of Public 

Health (2003) case and their supporters promoted a compassionate depiction of same-sex 

couples and helped prompt the first legal ruling that gay and lesbian couples had a 

―fundamental right‖ to marry. Support for the Federal Marriage Amendment and state-

level bans on same-sex marriage illustrates many Americans‘ refusal to endorse a more 

inclusive conception of family life and gender roles. 

The debates over same-sex marriage revived some of the specific issues and 

tensions that ran through previous family policy debates. Once again, they prompted 

Americans to confront the changes in gender roles and family structure and to consider 

what types of families are ―worthy‖ of the nation‘s support. Perhaps most significantly, 

these debates forced Americans to determine what ―counts‖ as a ―family‖ in 

contemporary society although few people in the debates directly raised this question.  

The widespread support for the DOMA and the state-level bans on same-sex 

marriage suggests that many policymakers and Americans remained hostile toward gay 

and lesbian relationships. In Feminism, the Family, and the Politics of the Closet: 

Lesbian and Gay Displacement, philosophy and feminist scholar Cheshire Calhoun noted 

that Americans historically have depicted gays and lesbians as ―highly stigmatized 

outsiders to the family who engage in family disrupting behavior.‖
82

 Same-sex marriage 

opponents both reinforced and appealed to these anxieties when they claimed that 

legalizing same-sex marriage would weaken marriage and family life.  

These debates over same-sex marriage also uncover a change in the political 

parties‘ perspectives about the federal government‘s role in family affairs. In nearly all of 
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the previous family policy debates, liberal policymakers and activists generally 

spearheaded the efforts to increase the federal government‘s intervention. During the 

same-sex marriage debates, the nation‘s policymakers seemingly switched their positions, 

with conservatives calling for federal bills and amendments to ―defend‖ marriage and 

liberals demanding that states maintain jurisdiction over their family laws. This change 

suggests that, when it comes to ―the family,‖ policymakers will employ the strategies 

most likely to advance their cause.  

Despite their contrasting views about the legitimacy of same-sex couples‘ 

relationships and whether the state or federal government should define marriage, all of 

the participants in the 1996-2006 same-sex marriage debates viewed marriage and the 

family as important social issues. All of them endorsed the view that marriage was a 

privileged institution that offered irreplaceable benefits for individuals and society. For 

the most part, they all claimed to support the view that the two-parent family—with the 

traditional values of the stereotypical heterosexual, two-parent, monogamous family—

was the most stable environment for raising children. 
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Chapter 6  
 

Conclusion 

 

Few issues generate as much passion in U.S. politics as debates about ―the 

family‖ and ―family values.‖ While other industrialized countries have had similar 

debates about ―the family,‖ feminist sociologist Judith Stacey has argued, ―no society has 

yet to come close to our expenditure of politicized rhetoric over family crisis.‖
1
 And yet, 

despite the intensity and frequency of these debates, rhetoric scholars have paid limited 

attention to the rhetoric of family values. Dana Cloud has suggested that these omissions 

may be because of a perception that such rhetoric has been ―marginal to mainstream 

politics‖ or ―unsuccessful in the long term.‖
2
 This study analyzed the rhetoric of family 

values in U.S. national policymaking over the last fifty years in an effort to challenge 

these two assumptions. This analysis reveals that ―the family‖ has served as a potent 

political and rhetorical resource in debates ranging from welfare reform and women‘s 

rights to tax reform, workplace issues, and same-sex marriage. In each of these debates, 

conservative and liberal policymakers and activists alike invoked ―the family‖ as a means 

of promoting and defeating policies. These constructs have functioned rhetorically to 

both expand public conceptions of ―the family‖ and reinforce the value of the 

―traditional‖ family ideal.  

During the early 1960s, liberal and conservative policymakers invoked ―the 

family‖ in debates over welfare reform. In the 1961 discussions about the Aid to 
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Dependent Children—Unemployed Parents program (ADC-UP), the Kennedy 

administration‘s attempt to temporarily expand welfare coverage and funding, the 

proponents justified the program‘s passage by portraying the bill‘s intended recipients as 

moral families worthy of national support. Conservative policymakers at the state level 

responded to rising welfare costs by introducing their own plans for welfare reform. The 

supporters of the Newburgh Plan, one small city‘s proposal to reduce welfare costs and 

caseloads, justified the passage of its controversial measures by depicting the bill‘s 

targeted recipients as cheats, chiselers, and social parasites. During the congressional 

debates over the Public Welfare Amendments of 1962, the bill‘s supporters tried to 

negotiate these competing depictions and generate support for their bill by portraying 

impoverished families as ―fixable‖ deviants and thus a good investment for the nation‘s 

future. These conversations politicized ―the family,‖ endorsed the ―traditional‖ family 

model as the ideal, and established the foundation for the federal government‘s increased 

involvement in family affairs.  

Conservative and liberal policymakers and activists also employed the rhetoric of 

family values during the 1962-1982 debates over women‘s rights and changing gender 

roles. In the debates over the Equal Pay Act of 1963 (EPA), a federal bill designed to 

eliminate sex-based discrimination in the nation‘s wage system, the bill‘s proponents 

justified the measure by portraying the bill‘s recipients as hardworking women struggling 

to support themselves and their families. Advocates of the Equal Rights Amendment 

(ERA)—a federal bill designed to install a principle of sex-based equality in the 

Constitution—helped generate congressional support for the bill in the early 1970s by 

portraying American women and families as being constrained by outdated conceptions 
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of gender roles and family life. ERA opponents during the mid-1970s and early-1980s 

helped bring about the amendment‘s defeat by portraying the ERA—and the women‘s 

movement—as a threat to ―the family‖ and ―traditional‖ family values. These debates 

further politicized ―the family,‖ helped solidify women and family issues on the national 

agenda, and established the rhetorical boundaries of the contemporary family policy 

debates.  

―The family‖ once again functioned as a site of cultural conflict during the 

―family policy‖ debates of the 1980s and early 1990s. The Reagan administration and 

other advocates of decreased federal involvement helped justify the Tax Reform Act of 

1986 by portraying America‘s working families as being burdened by excessive taxes and 

federal intervention. During the late 1980s, a group of primarily liberal policymakers and 

activists helped generate support for a federal child care initiative by depicting the bill‘s 

intended recipients as helpless children worthy of the nation‘s support. At the same time, 

advocates of the Family and Medical Leave Act (FMLA) helped to justify the passage of 

a federal mandate—which required employers to grant their workers leave for personal 

illness or to care for a spouse, parent, or new child—by portraying the bill as a 

progressive response to the changes in family life. These debates helped reinforce ―the 

family‖ as an object of public policy and reinforced the view that the federal government 

had an obligation to address the pressures families faced.  

More recently, opponents and proponents of same-sex marriage have invoked 

―the family‖ in support of their positions on the issue. Conservative and some liberal 

policymakers helped generate support for the Defense of Marriage Act of 1996 

(DOMA)—which established a federal definition of marriage and provided that no state 
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had to recognize a same-sex marriage performed in another state—by portraying the bill 

as a moderate tool for protecting ―traditional‖ marriage and the people‘s right to define it. 

In the early 2000s, advocates of same-sex marriage helped persuade the Massachusetts 

Supreme Court to eliminate the state‘s ban on same-sex marriage by portraying the 

plaintiffs in the Goodridge v. Massachusetts Department of Public Health and other gay 

and lesbian couples as loving, committed families worthy of the same rights, privileges, 

and protections guaranteed to married couples. Same-sex marriage opponents tried to 

counteract the existing and future efforts to legalize same-sex marriage by proposing a 

Federal Marriage Amendment (FMA) designed to codify marriage as an exclusively 

heterosexual and monogamous institution. The opponents tried to garner support for the 

bill by portraying same-sex marriage as a dangerous threat to ―traditional‖ marriage and 

―the family.‖ These debates politicized ―the family‖ and ―marriage,‖ drew attention to the 

increasing diversity in U.S. family life, and re-entrenched the ―traditional‖ family ideal as 

the standard to which all families should be compared.  

This study of the rhetoric of family values over the last fifty years provides a 

unique opportunity to identify the patterns of continuity and change within the debates. 

The most prominent point of continuity is the unspoken presence and power of the 

―traditional‖ family model. In her analysis of the 1996 welfare reform debates, rhetoric 

scholar Lisa Gring-Pemble found that policymakers held up the ―classic normal family‖ 

as the ideal for family life and used it to justify a responsibility-based approach to the 

welfare reform legislation.
3
 This analysis suggests that the ―traditional‖ family ideal 

permeates all debates that invoke ―the family‖ and family values regardless of the topic. 

In each of these discussions, policymakers and activists directly or indirectly referred to 
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this model when describing the bills‘ intended recipients, the proposed bill, and the 

conditions that prompted the need for reform. ―The family‖ model thus served as a point 

of comparison used to judge whether a bill should be passed or to determine whether a 

bill‘s intended recipients were ―worthy‖ of federal support or intervention. In the debates 

over expanding welfare coverage during the early 1960s, for instance, the bill‘s 

proponents tried to justify the passage of the ADC-UP and the Public Welfare 

Amendments of 1962 by suggesting that the families aspired to uphold the ideal, but 

lacked the resources needed to attain it. In contrast, the advocates of the Newburgh Plan 

tried to justify cutting welfare funding by highlighting how the bill‘s intended recipients 

seemingly failed to uphold ―traditional‖ family values. ERA proponents and opponents 

adopted a similar strategy with the proponents highlighting how the bill would 

supposedly strengthen family life and the opponents describing the ways it would 

assumedly harm family life. 

The persuasive power of ―the family‖ construct also shaped the rhetorical 

frameworks advocates employed to promote their policies. Each of the debates fostered 

the use of a rhetoric of compassion—in which the proponents tried to elicit sympathy for 

families or support for bills that supposedly helped ―the family‖—or a rhetoric of 

condemnation—in which the proponents criticized the families or policies that allegedly 

hindered family life. Although one framework often dominated the discussions, both 

were always present in the debates. During the debates over tax reform, for example, the 

bill‘s proponents condemned the nation‘s tax system that supposedly treated hardworking 

American families ―unfairly‖ and suggested that the Reagan administration‘s tax reform 

proposals would increase families‘ autonomy and economic resources. Similarly, during 
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the congressional debates over the FMLA, the proponents condemned the laws that 

supposedly hindered family life and argued that the FMLA would help families better 

negotiate their work-family demands. In instances in which neither the compassion nor 

condemnation perspective was dominant, the proponents combined the two perspectives 

to develop a new rhetorical framework. During the debates over the Public Welfare 

Amendments of 1962 and the DOMA, the proponents avoided overtly condemning 

impoverished families and same-sex couples while indirectly condemning specific 

conditions or actions. Although the participants in all of the debates had the option of 

invoking either perspective, liberal policymakers and activists more frequently employed 

a rhetoric of compassion, and conservatives more frequently employed a rhetoric of 

condemnation. This was most likely because liberal policymakers more often tried to 

justify increased federal support for families who—by choice or by circumstance—

deviated from the ―traditional‖ family ideal whereas conservatives largely rejected these 

efforts. 

This study documents how the rhetoric of family values and policymakers‘ 

conceptions of ―the family‖ have changed over the last fifty years. The participants in the 

early 1960s unquestionably promoted the ―traditional‖ family model as the ideal even 

though the welfare reform and Equal Pay Act proposals clearly responded to the growing 

number of single-female headed homes and working mothers and wives. The participants 

in the 1970s discussions helped promote the need for refining conceptions of women‘s 

―traditional‖ gender roles although they could not agree on how much change these 

conceptions should endorse. The rhetoric of the 1980s and early 1990s family policy 

debates suggests that policymakers and activists at the time acknowledged the long-term 
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nature of the changes in family life, however reluctantly. But they failed to agree as to 

whether the government should enact remedial programs that tried to stall or reverse 

these changes or supportive programs that responded to the new challenges families 

faced. The same-sex marriage debates of the 1990s and 2000s forced the nation to 

confront the diversity of family life and to recognize the increasing flexibility of the 

boundaries surrounding conceptions of ―the family.‖ These challenges also appear to 

have rallied many conservatives and some liberals behind more vigorous efforts to try to 

reinforce the boundaries and ―traditional‖ conception of ―the family.‖ With the exception 

of the same-sex marriage discussions, the family policy discussions were directly 

connected to women‘s changing gender roles, suggesting that policymakers continued to 

view women‘s ―traditional‖ family roles as natural.  

We also can observe the broader trends in policymakers‘ and activists‘ attitudes 

toward the federal government‘s involvement in family affairs. Over the last fifty years, 

the changes in family life followed a clear trajectory with the percentage of ―traditional‖ 

breadwinner-homemaker families declining each decade. The federal government‘s 

willingness to respond to policymakers‘ and activists‘ calls for new policies, however, 

was less direct. If visually plotted, these debates would more closely resemble a wave-

like pattern with support for the federal government‘s intervention reaching a high point 

and then briefly subsiding. An analysis of the congressional make-up and 

administration‘s position on these issues reveals that the moments of high support for 

increased federal support corresponded with instances in which the Democratic Party was 

in power. A similar review of the dates the bills were enacted shows that many were 



www.manaraa.com

141 

 

passed immediately prior to or shortly after important political elections further 

illustrating how ―the family‖ can serve as a persuasive political resource.  

Whereas many scholars and ordinary Americans discount the significance of the 

rhetoric of family values, this study illustrates the importance of recognizing its political 

and rhetorical power. This analysis shows how ―the family‖ can be used as a means to 

encourage discussion about an issue, as it did during the debates over the Equal Pay Act 

and tax reform. Likewise, arguments about ―the family‖ can be used as a means to 

discourage a bill‘s passage, as it did during the ratification of the ERA. We also can see 

how certain sympathetic images of families can be used to generate support for a 

measure. Conservative and liberal advocates frequently invoked the image of the 

―hardworking‖ American family supposedly ―struggling‖ to ―get by‖ to generate support 

for increased welfare coverage, equal pay for women, tax reform, and child care. Middle- 

and upper-class families had much to gain by the passage of many of these same bills, but 

the prospect of challenging the images of hardworking Americans made it difficult—

although not impossible—to question the bill‘s intentions and benefits. The debates over 

the child care bill and FMLA indicate that, in these instances, the opponents‘ most 

effective strategy was to introduce a counter proposal that more closely aligned with their 

views about the government‘s proper role in family life. This approach appears to have 

allowed them to support the goals of the policy in question without overtly subjecting 

themselves to be depicted as seeming ―anti-family.‖ The apparent power of the ―pro-

family‖ and ―anti-family‖ labels underscores the need to interrogate the rhetoric of family 

values and its use in contemporary policymaking. 
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The nature of policymaking often results in the privileging of one group‘s 

interests over another. This study demonstrates the importance of critiquing the rhetoric 

of family values and the depictions policymakers invoke. The hegemonic assumptions 

about ―the family‖ enabled policymakers to ignore the diversity of family life and to 

evade questions about how race, class, gender, and sexuality shaped families‘ experiences 

and posed unique challenges. As families become more diverse, it becomes more and 

more imperative that policymakers, activists, and citizens more closely consider which 

types of families and family values advocates of reform are including and excluding 

when they invoke ―the family‖ in U.S. national policymaking. 

This study analyzed the rhetoric of twelve different policymaking discussions in 

an effort to provide an overview of the rhetoric of family values over the last fifty years. 

The participants in these debates invoked ―the family‖ in a variety of ways, whether it 

was to help establish a need for the bill, to justify the bill‘s passage, or to respond to the 

bill‘s critics. Further studies can analyze each of these debates in greater detail, drawing 

upon speeches, congressional floor debates, and other texts to provide a richer description 

of the rhetoric of these debates and greater detail about policymakers‘ specific strategies.  

While these debates represented some of the more prominent moments in the 

contemporary ―family policy‖ debates, they are but a small sample of the many instances 

in which the rhetoric of family values has influenced policymaking discussions. Future 

studies could provide an even broader evolutionary scope, focusing on how the rhetoric 

of family values and conceptions of ―the family‖ have changed throughout U.S. history. 

The Constitution of the United States does not include the words ―family‖ or 

―family values.‖ Nor does it directly mention marriage, divorce, or other family issues. 
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These exclusions reflected the views of colonial Americans that the national government 

should be one of limited, enumerated powers
 
and ―avoid direct consideration of family 

affairs.‖
4
 This study shows that, despite these constitutional limitations, the federal 

government has, in fact, played a significant role in shaping and regulating family life 

since at least the 1960s. In the process, this study has highlighted the important role that 

the rhetoric of family values has had in shaping conceptions of ―the family‖ and the 

federal government‘s involvement in family affairs. 
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Notes 
                                                      
1
 Judith Stacey, In the Name of the Family: Rethinking Family Values in the 

Postmodern Age (Boston, MA: Beacon Press, 1996), 47.  

2
 Dana Cloud, ―The Rhetoric of <Family Values>: Scapegoating, Utopia, and the 

Privatization of Social Responsibility,‖ Western Communication Journal 62 (1998): 388.  

3
 Lisa Gring-Pemble, Grim Fairy Tales: The Rhetorical Construction of American 

Welfare Policy (Westport, CT: Praeger, 2003). 

4
 Robert M. Rice, American Family Policy: Content and Context (New York, NY: 

Family Service Association of America, 1977), 79. To be sure, the federal government‘s 

domestic and foreign policies and activities inherently affected family. However, the 

responsibility to regulate family life and to provide relief assistance rested with each 

individual state. 
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