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We have witnessed the erosion of
two central forms of human

connection in the past forty years: fam-
ily bonds and civic bonds. These two
t rends are usually not addressed togeth-
er because scholars and others who are
c o n c e rned about our culture tend to
focus on one or the other—either fam-
ily or community. Here I maintain that
family engagement and civic engage-
ment are two facets of the same phe-
nomenon, and that they are tied to the
same social forces. I argue that we must
transcend the dichotomy between fam-
ily life and public life that has limited
our ability to address urgent needs of

both families and society, and develop
a new ethic of family citizenship and
community citizenship together, with
families in the driver’s seat of social
change. I then describe my work in the
Families and Democracy Pro j e c t ,
which aims to develop a vehicle for
this engagement of families as citizens
in our democracy.

The Erosion of Civic Bonds 
R o b e rt Putnam, in his contempo-

r a ry classic book Bowling Alone: The
Collapse and Revival of American Com-
m u n i t y1, has assembled forty years of
data showing a decline in American’s
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engagement in civic and political insti-
tutions. In the political sphere, most
people are familiar with the decline in
t u rnout for national elections since the
early 1960s. But Americans also sign
30 percent fewer petitions and are 40
p e rcent less likely to join a consumer
boycott, as compared to just a decade
or two ago. Parallel declines are visible
in the non-political arena. Member-
ships in voluntary clubs and associa-
tions have been dropping at an
accelerating rate. For example, in the
mid-1960s, the average American
attended a club meeting each month,
but by 1998 the rate of monthly part i c-
ipated had declined by almost 60 per-
cent. Religious participation has also
fallen, although not as dramatically;
the major challenge for faith institu-
tions is getting members involved in
leadership activities. The counter
t rend in membership organizations is
shown in the increase in enrollment in
national organizations such as the
A A R P. Putnam points out that these
o rganizations make no re q u i rements of
their members beyond paying dues. In
fact, the only increase in voluntary
associations has been in these “check
writing” organizations. 

Using data from the DDB Needham
Life Style Surv e y, Putnam documents a
similar withdrawal from informal social
ties with friends, neighbors, and re l a-
tives. In 1975, the average American
e n t e rtained friends at home about fif-
teen times per year, a figure that
d ropped in half by the late 1990s.
L e i s u re activities that involve getting
o rganized with other people are declin-
ing. The whimsical book title B o w l i n g

A l o n e re p resents the fact that Ameri-
cans bowl more often per capita than
they did in the 1970s, but bowling
league participation has declined dra-
m a t i c a l l y. 

F i n a l l y, numerous surveys re v i e w e d
by Putnam have documented the
decline in civic trust, the extent to
which Americans believe that others
can be counted on to be honest and
t ru s t w o rt h y. Intere s t i n g l y, this tre n d
has run parallel to an increase in toler-
ance of diff e rent values and ethnic
b a c k g rounds, as documented by Alan
Wo l f e .2 A p p a rently we have become a
m o re tolerant people, but a less con-
nected and less trusting. 

Why should we be alarmed about
this decline in civic engagement? In
addition to having a lower quality of
life when our neighborh o ods and com-
munities are disengaged, there is the
challenge of sustaining a democratic
f o rm of self-governance in the face of
declining civic engagement. Alexis de
Tocqueville pointed out in the mid-
nineteenth century that democracy
re q u i res that citizens have cert a i n
“habits of the heart,” the values and
skills of democratic citizenship. These
habits are forged in the hearth of local
p a rticipation in common enterprises,
w h e re face-to-face relations build the
sense of trust that we can work thro u g h
our problems. Political scientists call
this “social capital,” which is the foun-
dation of democratic capitalism and
just govern a n c e .3

The Erosion of Family Bonds
T h e re is a striking decline in family

connections during the same period
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that witnessed the decline in civic
engagement. Some of this family
decline is well known and will simply
be noted here, as documented by the
National Marriage Pro j e c t ’s The State
of Our Unions 2002: The Social Health
of Marriage in America.4

• The divorce rate doubled between
1968 and 1980 and then stabilized
at somewhat lower levels.
C u rre n t l y, about 40 to 50 percent of
new marriages are expected to end
in divorce. 

• The out-of-marriage birth rate
quintupled since the early 1960s.
Now about a third of births are to
u n m a rried parents. 

• Because of these two demographic
t rends, there has been a major
e x odus of fathers from the lives of
their children, with an estimated 40
p e rcent of children not living with
their biological father.

Beyond these well-known signs of
e roding family bonds, I will elaborate
on two less recognized and understood
c h a n g e s .

Decline in family time
Families spend less time together

now than they did twenty-five years
ago. The best-documented change is in
family meals. Families have dinner less
f re q u e n t l y. Putnam re p o rts lifestyle
data showing a one-third decline in
p a rents who even claim to usually have
dinner as a family.5 This decline in
family dinners is being documented
despite the fact that most American
p a rents say they value family meals and

despite the fact that re s e a rch evidence
about their value is growing. A larg e
national study of American teenagers
found a strong link between re g u l a r
family meals and a wide range of posi-
tive outcomes: academic success, psy-
chological adjustment, and lower rates
of alcohol use, drug use, early sexual
b e h a v i o r, and suicidal risk.6 On the flip
side, not having regular family meals
was associated with higher risks in all
of those areas. A national time diary
study of American families with chil-
d ren ages three to twelve found that
time spent eating at home was a
s t ronger predictor of academic success
and psychological adjustment than
time spent in any of the following
activities: school, homework, athletics,
a rts, and religious part i c i p a t i o n .7 It is
i n t e resting to note how the national
conversation about declining academic
achievement looks nearly every-
w h e re—at vouchers, charter schools,
testing, teacher salaries, and school
funding—except at the family enviro n-
ment that may be the most import a n t
factor of all. 

The decline in family meals is re l a t-
ed both to increased working hours for
p a rents and to a new phenomenon that
I have been studying and working on:
overscheduled kids and under- c o n n e c t-
ed families. Over the past twenty years,
frantic families have become the norm .
C h i l d ren are involved in soccer, hock-
e y, piano, boy scouts and girl scouts,
baseball, football, karate, gymnastics,
dance, violin, band, craft clubs, fore i g n
language classes, academic enrichment
courses, and religious youth activities.

Renewing the“Very Air Our Loved Ones Breathe”



AMERICAN EXPERIMENT QUARTERLY 2 4 FALL 2003

Family life today revolves around chil-
d re n ’s activities rather than these
activities revolving around the family’s
s c h e d u l e .8 Lost is the idea that childre n
a re citizens of families, with re s p o n s i-
bilities to be part of family activities
that don’t directly revolve around their
personal intere s t s .

R e s e a rchers are beginning to exam-
ine this new phenomenon. Accord i n g
to a national survey conducted by the
University of Michigan’s Surv e y
R e s e a rch Center, since the late 1970s,
people in the United States have had a
remarkable change in childre n ’s sched-
ules and family activities. Childre n
have lost twelve hours per week in fre e
time, including a 25 percent drop in
playing and a 50 percent drop in
u n s t ru c t u red outdoor activities. During
the same period, time in stru c t u re d
s p o rts has doubled and “passive, specta-
tor leisure” (watching others play and
p e rf o rm, but not including television)
i n c reased from thirty minutes per week
to over three hours. In other word s ,
c h i l d ren make up their own play activ-
ities a lot less often, engage in super-
vised sports a lot more often, and spend
a whole lot more time watching pas-
sively from the sidelines.9

It isn’t just that children are busier;
families spend less overall “quality”
time together. The same survey showed
that household conversations between
p a rents and children—time for just
talking and doing nothing else—have
d ropped nearly off the radar scre e n ,
and there has been a 28 perc e n t
decline in the number of families tak-
ing vacations. I re f e rred previously to
national surveys showing a one-third

d e c rease in the number of families who
even claim to usually dine as a family.

This change in American family life
is deep and broad, cutting a wide swath
a c ross income groups and ethnic
g roups in the population. (The very
poor do not have the re s o u rces to be
overscheduled but they face their own
challenges in finding time to connect
as a family.) And this change has come
upon us with amazing speed. Te a c h e r s
now tell of students weary from sched-
ules that even many adults couldn’t
handle. A teacher from a community
near Albany, New York, used stro n g
language: “This is an abused genera-
tion,” she said at a public meeting. She
went on to explain that, after thirt y
years of teaching second graders, she
has never seen children so tired and
b u rdened from being up too early in
the morning, going to bed too late at
night, and being crunched in between
by extremely competitive activities.
And hers is a privileged, upper- m i d d l e -
class community.

Given the documented decline in
family time, it is not surprising that a
national poll of teenagers, funded by
the White House in spring 2000, found
that over one-fifth of American teens
rated “not having enough time with
p a rents” as their top concern, a per-
centage that tied for first (along with
education) on their list of worr i e s .1 0 A
2003 national poll of younger childre n
ages nine to fourteen, also gives impor-
tant information about their perc e p-
tions of family time. Quoting from the
re p o rt from the Center for the New
American Dre a m ,1 1 “Only 32 perc e n t
of kids say they spend a lot of time with

William J. Doherty
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their parents. Why this lack of togeth-
e rness? The parents are often too busy
working, say 23 percent, while 19 per-
cent blame it on being overscheduled
with homework and school activities.”
The re p o rt quotes one of the re s p o n-
dents, Brittani, age fourteen: “My coach
says, ‘Dedication.’ My parents say,
‘Keep up the good work.’ I say, ‘I need a
b reak…time to curl up with a book,
play with the little kids next door, go to
the mall or watch a sunset.’” Many of us
adults did not experience Brittani’s
dilemma until we were in our thirt i e s ,
when we had to manage complex work
and parenting responsibilities.

I will re t u rn later to discuss a cultur-
al factor underlying this overschedul-
ing of children and the decline in
family time, but for now I want to stre s s
that frantic family living is a public
issue, not just a private issue. When
families are frazzled, they do not con-
nect well inside the home and they do
not connect well with their communi-
ties, at least off the ball field. 

M a rriage as a lifestyle
Underlying the historically high

d i v o rce rate is how marriage has
become a lifestyle based on the famous
revision of the traditional marr i a g e
vows developed in the 1970s, “for as
long as we both shall love.” This trans-
lates to “as long I feel loving” and
eventually to “as long as it is working
out for me.” Although polls indicate
that most Americans still hold perm a-
nent marriage in high re g a rd, there has
been a sharp upturn in the rhetoric of
i m p e rmanence in the past thirty years,
which I have documented in my book

Take Back Your Marr i a g e.1 2 Some of this
rhetoric appears in the offices of mari-
tal therapists (I have been a practicing
m a rriage and family therapist for over
twenty-five years.) Spouses nowadays
a re more likely to justify ending their
m a rriages with expressions such as “It
w a s n ’t working out anymore,” “We just
g rew apart,” “We are such diff e re n t
people,” and even “I’m bored to tears
in this marriage” (the last one is used
to justify the affair that eventually ends
the marr i a g e ) .

A d v e rtisers know a cultural tre n d
when they see one, and are quick to use
the impermanence of the marr i a g e
lifestyle to appeal to consumers. A
magazine ad pictures a new Honda
Civic with the headline, “The sad
thing is, it’ll probably be the healthiest
relationship of your adult life.” Honda
explains: “You’ve tried the personals,
blind dates, even one of those online
chat rooms. Why? The Civic Sedan is
s m a rt, fun, reliable and good - l o o k i n g .
Not to mention, it’s ready to commit,
t od a y.” The ad ends in the wink of a
headlight: “Looking for a good time?”

A p p a rently we must seek “healthy
adult relationships” with cars because,
as an ad for Levi’s jeans has re c o g n i z e d ,
m a rriage can’t be counted on anymore .
In a lavish six-page spread we see
happy dating couples, with captions
announcing how long they were
together before breaking up. The final
page shows two female roommates, one
consoling the other about a re c e n t
b reakup. Just behind the two ro o m-
mates, on the kitchen wall, is an art
poster with the Spanish words, M i s
p a d res se divorcian: “My parents are

Renewing the“Very Air Our Loved Ones Breathe”
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d i v o rced.” The caption undern e a t h
delivers the ad’s take-home message:
“At least some things last fore v e r —
L e v i ’s: they go on.”

The impermanence of marriage is
p e rhaps most powerfully documented
by the increase in prenuptial agre e-
ments, even for first marriages. Ti m e
magazine had a major story on “Bridal
Vows Revisited.” The article described
the trend for more couples to have
p renuptial agreements. Even people
who don’t have many current assets
want to protect their future assets. The
a rticle recounted the experience of
Adam and Cindy, whose pre n u p t i a l
contains what is called a “sunset
clause,” or more bluntly, a “poison pill.”
It involves an easy severing of financial
ties in the event of an early divorc e .
The poison pill dissolves after a certain
number of years when the couple
“assume they are married for keeps.”1 3

In the same Ti m e magazine article is
the story of Janna, age thirt y, a public-
health educator in San Francisco, and
her partner Sebastian, who have lived
together for nine years. She told Ti m e ,
“I don’t strive for permanent. That’s
the end. I’m more interested in the
p rocess. Will we make each other
happy every day?” She does go on to
qualify the last statement by laughing
and noting, “Obviously, you’re not
going to make each other happy every
d a y.” Sebastian sees things the same
way: “We think, how do I treat this
person with respect now? Not, how do
I work out this problem because we
gotta make this last fore v e r ? ”1 4

Social criticism of impermanence in
m a rriage comes from commentators on

both the right and the left of the polit-
ical spectrum. Noting the pro l i f e r a t i o n
of television shows like Who Wants to
M a rry a Millionaire , the Wall Stre e t
J o u rn a l editorialized about “the domi-
nant view of marriage today: less a
p a rtnership than a joint venture
between two parties concerned with
p re s e rving their own autonomy. ”1 4 In a
similar vein, liberal sociologist Arlie
Hothschild observed that the new
American lifestyle, rootlessness, occurs
on a global scale. “We move not only
f rom one job to another, but from one
spouse—and sometimes one set of chil-
d ren—to the next. We are changing
f rom a society that values employment
and marriage to one that values
employability and marr i a g e a b i l i t y. ”1 5

What is lost in the world of mar-
riage as a personal lifestyle is the idea
of citizenship in one’s marriage, which
comes with the responsibility to main-
tain and grow the marriage even if it is
not meeting one’s immediate needs.
I ro n i c a l l y, there is growing re s e a rc h
s u p p o rt for a citizen ethic in marr i a g e .
R e s e a rcher Paul Amato has shown that
focusing on “how is this going for me?”
leads to less satisfaction with the mar-
riage in the future than an attitude that
is focused on commitment to the re l a-
t i o n s h i p .1 6

Thus far I have argued that there
has been a decline in civic engagement
and in family and marriage bonds.
Along the way, I introduced the notion
of children as citizens of their families
and married people as citizens of their
m a rriages. Now I want to more dire c t l y
a d d ress the link between family life
and civic life.

William J. Doherty
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Invasion of Consumer
C u l t u re and Marketplace
Va l u e s

F ree-market capitalism has given
the mod e rn world a plethora of
re w a rds, including the highest stan-
d a rds of living in human history and
u n p recedented freedom of movement
to pursue our goals. A good case can be
made for free-market capitalism as
essential for mod e rn democratic gov-
e rnment to function.1 7 W h a t ’s more ,
t h e re is no viable substitute, with state
socialism having decisively failed to
deliver on its promises. But a major
p roblem arises when we allow the fre e -
market capitalism, which is an eco-
nomic model based on individual
s e l f - i n t e rest, to invade the intimate
s p h e re of marriage and family life. 

As I argued in my book Take Back
Your Kids,1 8 p a renting has become a
f o rm of product development in the
c o n t e m p o r a ry world, with parents anx-
ious to provide opportunities for their
c h i l d ren in a competitive enviro n-
ment. I believe that this phenomenon
underlies much of the overscheduling
of children and the decline in family
time and family rituals. We used to
b u ffer our children from serious compe-
tition until high school. Now it occurs
at preschool levels, with middle-class
p a rents competing to get their childre n
into the best preschools and even hir-
ing tutors for their toddlers. I know six-
month-old babies who are in thre e
classes per week—swimming, music,
and a foreign language! When asked to
explain why their six-year-old practices
four days a week in soccer, pare n t s

reply that they want their child to have
a chance to compete when they are
twelve years old, and to be well-ro u n d-
ed for college in the future. These con-
c e rns are fed by the colleges themselves
and by sports and other activity leaders
who define “commitment” as full
engagement in the team, whatever the
cost to family life and to childre n ’s
o p p o rtunity to hang out and entert a i n
t h e m s e l v e s .

The anxious culture of tod a y ’s par-
enting can also be seen in the decline
of confident limit-setting among par-
ents, a phenomenon apparent to every
teacher and counselor I have ever
talked to—and to most grandpare n t s !
P a rents increasingly have difficulty say-
ing “no” and meaning it. They are
reluctant to insist that their childre n
come to dinner and eat from the com-
mon food. Parents say they want their
c h i l d ren to be “happy,” but end up
scheduling them like CEOs and then
letting them rule family life—which, of
course, makes the children unhappy. In
the end, parents come to see them-
selves as service providers to customer
c h i l d ren—the consequence of market
thinking applied to parenting. 

I t ’s the same with marriage. We
now have “consumer marriage,” in
which we feel we deserve the most and
expect to bend the least. Although
most married people also embrace the
values of commitment and persever-
ance, there are powerful voices in their
social environment emphasizing self-
i n t e rest. I have talked to many spouses
whose parents or friends urge them to
leave their marriages after hearing

Renewing the“Very Air Our Loved Ones Breathe”
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complaints about the marr i a g e — c o m-
plaints not about abuse and infidelity
but about the common problems of
m a rriage such as inadequate communi-
cation, feeling unsupported in a per-
sonal crisis, and diff e rences over money
or child re a r i n g .

To repeat, my concern is less with
consumer culture in the marketplace
than with how we have allowed the
consumer culture to become our
teacher about family re l a t i o n s h i p s .
Consumer culture tells us that we never
have enough of anything we want, that
the new is always better than the old—
unless something old becomes tre n d y
again. It teaches us not to be loyal to
anything or anyone that does not con-
tinue to meet our needs at the right
price. Customers are inherently disloy-
al. I want to support American workers
but have always bought Japanese cars
because I see them as superior to Amer-
ican cars for the price. I eat Cheerios
for breakfast every day, but if the price
gets too much higher than Special K,
my second choice, I will abandon
Cheerios. Or if General Mills changes
the recipe for Cheerios, I am pre p a re d
to jump ship. I owe nothing to market
p roducers except my money, which I
can stop giving at any time. I owe
e v e rything to my family, even during
p e r i ods when they don’t meet my needs
well enough, and even when they
change without consulting me. To turn
a biblical phrase, the trick is to re n d e r
unto Adam Smith that which belongs
to Adam Smith, and to the family that
which belongs to the family.

The consumer culture has also colo-
nized the domain of civic engagement.

We Americans are less loyal to our
n e i g h b o rh o ods and communities than
in the past; we move where there are
jobs and where we can aff o rd to live.
Who asks nowadays whether you
should not move because the neighbor-
h o od or your local church needs you?
We live where we can meet our person-
al and family needs. We are less loyal to
p a rticular religious denominations and
c o n g regations; we shop for the best
religious experience.1 9 When it comes
to participation in other civic associa-
tions, the consumer question is
“ W h a t ’s in it for me?” Real citizens par-
ticipate because they see their self-
i n t e rest as tied inextricably to those of
other citizens. Consumers do not see
their interests in this way, and decline
to get involved. And of course if these
adults are overscheduled in their own
family lives, they have less time for
civic involvement, for keeping up with
civic news, and even for voting. The
result is that we have become a nation
of active customers in the marketplace
and passive clients of the state.

Our children have picked up the
consumer attitude when it comes to
family responsibilities. When re m i n d e d
by his father to do his chore of mowing
the lawn, a fifteen-year-old boy re p l i e d ,
“ I t ’s not my lawn.” When an eleven-
y e a r-old boy failed to thank his father
for a Hanukkah gift, his mother
admonished him for not saying “thank
you.” The boy’s response: “Why should
I? I don’t like it.” These were “good
kids,” not problem kids, in families
with loving parents, but influenced by
the individualistic consumer culture. A
s i x t e e n - y e a r-old girl was incre d u l o u s

William J. Doherty
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that anyone would expect to have a
common family dinner on a re g u l a r
basis. With complete innocence, she
asked a National Public Radio re p o rt e r,
“How can we be expected to eat
together at the same time if we are not
all hungry at the same time?” Childre n
have come to see themselves, under
our tutelage and that of the market-
place, as consumers of parental and
community services and not as citizens
with responsibilities to families and
communities. 

Even in parents’ attitudes toward
their children, I see the creeping lan-
guage of the me-first consumer culture .
In the past decade I have begun to hear
p a rents of teenagers say things like,
“What am I getting out of being a par-
ent to this kid?” and “When I do start
to get something in re t u rn?” These par-
ents love their children but are stre s s e d
by the job of parenting. This insidious
cost-benefit, consumer language leads
g o od people to do bad things in their
families and communities. An upper-
middle-class father with plenty of
re s o u rces tells his wife that he cannot
take the stress of their sixteen-year- o l d
d a u g h t e r’s behavior problems. “She is
t rying to tear us apart,” he declare s ,
and tells his wife that either their
daughter leaves or he leaves. The
daughter gets the message and moves
out, re t u rning later pregnant and on
d rugs. In the late 1960s, communities
c reated runaway shelters for teens flee-
ing parents they thought were over-
c o n t rolling. In Minneapolis, the oldest
such shelter now has more youth who
a re formally classified as “thro w a w a y s ”
f rom families than “runaways.” The

behavior of most of these teens is not
worse than in previous generations.
What has changed is parents’ commit-
ment to accept long periods where
their “costs” outweigh their “benefits”
f rom the difficult job of parenting. I
find it a frightening trend, fed both by
an economic worldview and by a ther-
apeutic worldview that overe m p h a s i z e s
the personal fulfillment of adults.2 0

It is not surprising that in this con-
sumer world, when a marriage bre a k s
up, one of the parents feels free to exit
f rom the childre n ’s lives and create a
new life and a new family. I know a
number of fathers who invest emotion-
ally and financially in the children of
their new wife but let go of their oblig-
ations to their own children who stay
with their old wife. These men have
cut their losses and moved on. And it’s
not just fathers. One woman told me
that her mother’s parting words, upon
leaving the family, were that she need-
ed to pursue her dreams in life. 

That was common exit rhetoric in
the 1970s, and the consumer version of
it continues to this day. Elaine, a
woman who suddenly left her empty
but low-conflict marriage, decided to
live with a friend who did not have
space for Elaine’s teenage daughter.
Feeling rejected and abandoned, the
daughter continued to live with her
s t e p f a t h e r. When asked for an explana-
tion of her depart u re, Elaine explained
that she had decided she needed to
s t a rt making her own needs a higher
p r i o r i t y. She had felt “stuck” and decid-
ed to act, because life is short. In a dra-
matic family therapy session in which
Elaine explained her actions, Elaine’s

Renewing the“Very Air Our Loved Ones Breathe”
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stepdaughter (her husband’s child)
e x p ressed admiration for this woman
who would make a decision to “go for
it” to have a better life. (I felt like I was
listening to a beer commercial about
“going for the gusto” because “we only
go around once in life.”) Elaine’s own
daughter turned to her stepsister and
quietly uttered the most powerful re f u-
tation I have ever heard in a therapy
session: “But she’s got kids.” Elaine’s
jaw dropped. Shortly after this con-
f rontation, she moved to her own
a p a rtment and took her daughter in.
But a lot of damage had been done.
The good news is that Elaine over time
re c o v e red her sense of re s p o n s i b i l i t y
and became a real mother to her
d a u g h t e r. The marriage did not sur-
vive, however. 

It is not new to our species that
people abandon their re s p o n s i b i l i t i e s .
We are all weak at times, and all
tempted. What’s new is the cultural
s u p p o rt for a my-needs-first appro a c h
to life, an invisible but powerful chem-
ical in the air we breathe. 

Of course nearly everyone believes
in relationships as a pathway to happi-
ness. However, since any part i c u l a r
relationship may not continue to satis-
fy your needs, you will be happier in
life if you have the skills to end unsat-
isfying relationships and start new
ones. This approach has merit when
s e a rching for a lifelong mate (after all,
most intimate relationships break up
b e f o re ending up in a marriage), but
when it carries over into marr i a g e
itself, we feel compelled keep our
romantic resumes up to date in case
this relationship does not work out.

This tentativeness then makes the
m a rriage less likely to work out. And
when tentative commitment invades
p a renting, the children will feel it, will
act out or become depressed, and will
not be consoled by any amount of ther-
apy we buy for them.

To w a rd a New Approach to
Families and Community

Now I want to focus on what we
can do about the erosion of family and
civic bonds. We have to transcend our
traditional splits between conserv a t i v e
solutions and liberal solutions, in favor
of new thinking. I will only be able to
paint this new approach with bro a d
s t rokes here, and I apologize for the
inevitable stereotyping of curre n t
a p p ro a c h e s .

C o n s e rvative solutions to the fray-
ing of family and community bonds
tend to be too personal and individual.
Social conservatives appro p r i a t e l y
focus on the moral underpinnings of
m a rriage and parenting, but often don’t
go far enough beyond exhortations to
“do the right thing,” “just say no,” and
“build your character.” Or they assume
that the task of rebuilding families can
be relegated to faith communities and
p e rhaps to character education in the
schools. When addressing civic
involvement, social conserv a t i v e s
emphasize volunteering and exemplary
e ff o rts such as the “thousand points of
light” campaign, but they overlook the
power of the marketplace values in
shaping family life and community life.
As a parent, why should I have a fami-
ly dinner if another basketball practice

William J. Doherty



AMERICAN EXPERIMENT QUARTERLY 3 1 FALL 2003

might help my kid win a college schol-
arship? Why should I get involved in
public life, with endless meetings and
intangible re w a rds, if I can earn more
money by working more hours? Why
should I not take a job promotion and
e a rn more income, even it erases what
little time my spouse and I now have to
be together? Free-market capitalism
inevitably encourages materialism in
o rder to keep the economy gro w i n g
and the customers coming. It’s better
for television manufacturers if
p reschoolers have TVs in their bed-
rooms (which over 25 percent do),
although many of us would say that
this is not a good idea for kids and fam-
ilies. Social conservatives rightly
emphasize personal responsibility to do
the right thing as family members and
citizens, but they under- a p p reciate how
the marketplace that conserv a t i v e s
a d m i re has colonized the intimate and
civic spheres of life.2 1

Liberal solutions, for their part ,
emphasize the role of government and
p rofessionals in fostering family and
community well-being. As useful as
these two forces can be for some pro b-
lems, liberals often talk as if social pro-
grams and professional services can
solve cultural problems affecting fami-
lies and communities. Like conserv a-
tives, liberals hold unacknowledged
contradictions in their views. They are
often libertarian when it comes to the
intimate sphere of marriage and family
life, portraying anyone who assert s
“family values” such as the advantages
of two-parent families as trying to
impose arbitrary and outmoded ideas on
individuals. Government in part i c u l a r

should stay out of people’s private lives.
But liberals are proponents of larg e -
scale government interventions in the
social and economic sphere to pick up
the pieces of fractured family life. Liber-
als don’t want individuals to feel guilty
about their private, lifestyle choices
(such as having children outside of
m a rriage), but they want public off i c i a l s
to feel guilty about not doing enough to
p rovide economic support and child-
c a re for families. Public accountability,
if you will, but not private accountabil-
i t y. (Conservatives mirror this view by
emphasizing private responsibility but
not public re s p o n s i b i l i t y.) Liberals, with
their traditional emphasis on govern-
ment and professional service solutions,
also underemphasize what families,
faith communities, and other commu-
nities can do at the local level to solve
the problems of family and civic life. 

Both conservative and liberal analy-
ses make important points. We need
individual responsibility and we need
public re s p o n s i b i l i t y. We need both a
vibrant market economy and a degre e
of government regulation of that econ-
omy in the name of social justice. We
need both personal responsibility and
personal consequences, and an ade-
quate social safety net. We must avoid
u n n e c e s s a ry public intrusiveness into
both individual freedom and market
f reedom. The two areas that both sides
u n d e remphasize are the importance of
limiting the intrusiveness of the mar-
ketplace ethic into the family and civic
s p h e res, and the need for a renewal of
“robust citizenship”—an ethic and a set
of practices for people to be active,
engaged citizens of their families and
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their communities.2 2 This new family
citizenship occupies the world in
between government and the market-
place. Next I describe my own eff o rts to
bring this kind of family citizenship.

The Families and 
Democracy Pro j e c t

In the Families and Democracy Pro-
ject at the University of Minnesota, we
a re developing a way for family pro f e s-
sionals to move into the community
with new thinking and with a new set
of public practices for working on fam-
ily and community problems. This
work stems from a belief that the ero-
sion of family and civic connections
a re occurring too fast for pro f e s s i o n a l
s e rvices to catch up with, and that the
p rofessionalizing of family life has
become part of the problem by turn i n g
families into passive consumers of ser-
vices. We stress the importance of civic
engagement to strengthen family life,
the need to transcend the traditional
p rovider/consumer model of pro f e s-
sional service delivery, and a vision of
families creating public initiatives. 

Based on the Public Work Model of
H a rry Boyte, Nancy Kari, and their
colleagues at the University of Min-
n e s o t a ’s Center for Democracy and
C i t i z e n s h i p ,2 3 the Families and Democ-
racy Model has seven principles and
seven strategies for implementing
action initiatives. 

Pri n c i p l e s

1 . S t rengthening families in our time
must be done mostly by families

themselves, working democratically
in local communities. 

2 . The greatest untapped re s o u rce for
s t rengthening families is the knowl-
edge, wisdom, and lived experience
of families and their communities. 

3 . Families must be engaged as
p roducers and contributors to their
communities, and not just as clients
or consumers of serv i c e s .

4 . P rofessionals can play an import a n t
role in family initiatives when they
l e a rn to partner with families in
identifying challenges, mobilizing
re s o u rces, generating plans, and
c a rrying out public actions. 

5 . If you begin with an established
p rogram, you will not end up with
an initiative that is “owned and
operated” by citizens. But a citizen
initiative might create or adopt a
p rogram as one of its activities.

6 . A local community of families
becomes energized when it re t r i e v e s
its own historical, cultural, and re l i-
gious traditions about family life—
and brings these into the contem-
p o r a ry world of family life. 

7 . Family and Democracy initiatives
should have a bold vision (a
BHAG—a big, hairy, audacious
goal) while working pragmatically
on focused, specific goals. 

Strategies 

We have learned to use the follow-
ing strategies to ensure that an initia-
tive flows from the Families and
Democracy model instead of becoming
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a traditional program or pro f e s s i o n a l
s e rvice, or even a traditional volunteer
activity that involves people as helpers
but not as productive citizens. 

1 . Employ democratic planning and
decision making at every step.

2 . Emphasize mutual teaching and
l e a rning among families.

3 . C reate ways to fold new learn i n g s
back into the community.

4 . Continually identify and develop
new leaders. 

5 . Use professional expertise selec-
tively—“on tap,” not “on top.” 

6 . Generate public visibility thro u g h
media and community events.

7 . F o rge a sense of larger purpose.

We currently have projects in seven
communities working on the following
issues: diabetes care, overscheduled
kids and underconnected families
( w w w.puttingfamilyfirst.info), commu-
nity support for married couples, com-
munity-engaged parent education,
p a rent-led faith formation of childre n ,
and family and community connec-
tions through music. Next I describe
one of these initiatives. 

Putting Family Fi r s t

Putting Family First addresses the
problem of overscheduled kids and
underconnected families. Traditional
p rofessional approaches to this pro b l e m
would focus on education of individual
families through lectures and work-
shops, or appeals to school boards or
activity group leaders to change their
schedules. Instead, the Families and

Democracy approach features civic con-
versation and citizen action by families.

Putting Family First was created in
1999 by a group of citizens in the
Wayzata school district mobilizing to
take back family life from scheduled
hyperactivity and competitive pare n t-
ing which deplete family time and
e rode family connections. The democ-
ratic theory underlying this work is
that the families can only be a seedbed
for current and future citizens if they
achieve a balance between intern a l
bonds and external activities, that this
balance has become gravely out of
whack for many families of all social
classes, and that retrieving family life
re q u i res a public, grassroots movement
generated and sustained by families
t h e m s e l v e s .

P a rents in this initiative were
among the first in the nation to name a
new cultural problem. They have
sought and received intense media
attention about the problem (the par-
ents have appeared on virtually every
major media outlet in the country ) ,
stimulated conversations all over their
school district, published a “family
consumer guide” to the time, travel,
and financial expectations of local
activity groups that schedule kids’
time, and organized the faith commu-
nities to address the problem. Other
communities from around the country
have sought out advice from Putting
Family First about taking action in
their own communities. For example,
R i d g e w o od, New Jersey, decided to
sponsor Family Nights in which all
local activity groups cancelled their

Renewing the“Very Air Our Loved Ones Breathe”



AMERICAN EXPERIMENT QUARTERLY 3 4 FALL 2003

events so that families could have din-
ner together and connect thro u g h
games and other activities. The big,
h a i ry, audacious goal of Putting Family
First is to stimulate a national move-
ment of democratic parent action to
take back family life from the individu-
alistic, hyper-competitive consumer
c u l t u re of childrearing. We have had
success in the first step of cultural
change by stimulating a local and
national conversation about a pro b l e m
that previously had no name. Behav-
ioral change, of course, takes more
time. It is important to note that
Putting Family First is led by pare n t s
f rom both conservative and liberal
political perspectives who are united in
their belief in the priority of family life,
not simply as a private domain but as
t h o roughly connected to community
c i t i z e n s h i p .

C o n c l u s i o n
I am calling for a new citizen ethic

for families, beyond the idea of the
family as a personal haven in a heart-
less world or the family as the object of
p rofessional or governmental serv i c e s .
The citizen family, not just the private
f a m i l y. The producer family, not just
the consumer family. The outward -
looking family, not the walled-off fam-
i l y. This new citizen ethic sees families
as producers of deep internal bonds—
lasting, flourishing marriages and
s t rong links across the generations—
and deep external bonds with their
communities. This ethic moves fami-
lies away from outsourcing their prima-
ry responsibilities to raise the next

generation, away from handing their
kids over to social institutions such as
schools and faith communities and
then sitting back and complaining
when those institutions do not serv e
their children well. As an example,
one Families and Democracy initiative
is mobilizing parents to take primary
responsibility for the religious develop-
ment of their children, in part n e r s h i p
with their faith community, instead of
o u t s o u rcing faith development to one
hour per week of religious school
(when sports schedules permit), and
then complaining that their kids are
not learning their religion well enough.

In this citizen ethic for families, gov-
ernment and professionals have an
i m p o rtant but limited role. They facili-
tate and provide certain resources, but
they are not the drivers of the social and
cultural change needed for strong fami-
lies and communities. The resources of
g o v e rnment and professionals should be
“on tap,” not “on top.”

We have all heard the by-now
hackneyed phrase, “It takes a village to
raise a child.” It has become a liberal
aphorism seen by conservatives as a
way to justify bigger government pro-
grams for families. Conservatives re p l y,
“No, it’s parents who raise childre n . ”
Both are right—it starts with pare n t s
and families but also takes a village.
But there is a third crucial question not
a d d ressed by either side: Who will raise
the village? It won’t be govern m e n t ,
although government has a role, and it
w o n ’t be the market, although the mar-
ket has a role. We need a third way, a
new ethic of family responsibility and
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civic re s p o n s i b i l i t y, of personal action
combined with community action, of
private vows and citizen vows, of pri-
vate loyalty and what Thomas Jeff e r-
son called “civic friendship.” 

We all know that the air our fami-
lies breathe at home comes from the
outside, and even in well-insulated
houses, even if we duct tape the win-
dows and doors, the air in our house is
fully replaced by outside air many times
a day. No air filter can protect us if the
outside air is polluted enough. A few
years ago there was a drive-by shooting
in St. Paul, Minnesota, in which an
innocent young boy was killed in the
c ro s s f i re. A colleague of mine who
knew the family attended the viewing.
When she expressed her re g rets to the
b o y ’s father, here is what he said: “I’ve
been doing a lot of thinking over the
past few days. You know, I think I was a
good father to my boy. But I’ve decided
that I was a not a good enough father to
those boys who killed him.” This father
was saying that he did not get involved
enough in how we raise all our chil-
dren, in how we build the village.

G o v e rnor Quie, your life and care e r
exemplify a citizen ethic that beautiful-
ly joins commitment to family life and
commitment to public life. That is why
I am so delighted to be part of your
eightieth birthday celebration.

[ Endnotes follow on page 39.]

Following Professor Dohert y ’s speech,
G o v e rnor Quie off e red brief re m a r k s
and then both took audience ques-
t i o n s .

Gove rnor Qu i e’s Re m a rk s

I knew this was going to be a gre a t
luncheon and we would hear some-
thing we won’t forget. 

When I decided to run for govern o r
in 1978, I thought back to the twenty-
one years I spent in Congress, away
f rom Minnesota. I asked myself what I
re g retted. I only one came up with one
re g ret: that I did not spend as much
time with my children as I would have
if I had still been a farmer in Dennison,
Minnesota. We would have lived and
worked together and would have had
our meals together. I give credit to my
wife, Gretchen, for all she did during
those Washington years. She was insis-
t e n t — s t rongly insistent—about our
responsibility to our family. She would
say to me, “Albert, the kids wonder
when you’re coming home.” I decided
never to go to the office on Saturd a y —
to say nothing of Sunday. The morn i n g
after I was elected govern o r, I told the
people of the state that one thing I
w o u l d n ’t do was accept invitations for
Sundays. Sundays are going to be for
f a m i l y. I had learned from other gover-
nors that the one thing they would do
d i ff e rently was to stay home on Sun-
d a y. As one said, that didn’t mean just
in the afternoon, that meant bre a k f a s t ,
lunch, and dinner. 

I think of four universals of the
m od e rn world: family, community,
school, and television. Bill has talked
about two—family and community.
They have changed dramatically, as we
all know. In my almost eighty years,
I’ve watched this erosion of family and
community and the growth of individ-
ualism and materialism. 
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In my last year as govern o r, I met
D r. Urie Bro f e n b re n n e r, author of the
1961 book Two Worlds of Childhood,
which compared Russian kids and
American kids. I asked him if his dire
p redictions about American culture
had come to pass. He said the re a l i t y
was a lot worse than his prediction. 

One re s e a rcher suggested that the
g reatest way to increase academic
achievement in America is for kids to
have dinner with their family five days
a week. That supports my belief that
we’ve got to change the way that edu-
cation and families work with each
o t h e r. I believe that schools should be a
place where children are taught and
w h e re their parents congregate with
other parents and with teachers.
They’ll talk about their school. They’ll
c reate a community. We have to cre a t e
a society where it’s automatic that peo-
ple interact with each other. 

I was thinking about the Ten Com-
mandments and found myself asking
why God gave them to us? He said: I’m
the only one there is, so once a week
pay attention to me. He said, don’t kill
each other, don’t steal from each other,
d o n ’t commit adultery, don’t tell lies
about each other, and don’t covet what
s o m e b ody else has. Besides that, go for
it. But honor your father and your
m o t h e r. I wondered why God told us to
honor our parents? I think it’s because
the closest we humans come to being
g odlike is when a man and woman
conceived a child and a family is cre a t-
ed. The family is a universe that we’re
responsible for. 

I’m glad that we’re developing a
v o c a b u l a ry for talking about how we

handle that re s p o n s i b i l i t y. I thank
you, Bill, for helping to build that
v o c a b u l a ry. 

Questions and Answe r s

D o rothy Fleming: So often, we
hear people say, “As soon as my kids
a re grown, I’m all done with them.”
They say they’re going to get on with
whatever it is they’re doing. I wish
you’d comment a little bit about the
role of the grandparents. 

G o v e rnor Quie: I wish Gre t c h e n
was up here talking, instead of me,
because my feeling is that she is so
much more superior a grandmother
than I am a grandfather. But I’ll say this
to grandpare n t s — d o n ’t think that your
kids don’t hear you. So, as you discuss
and talk, like we’re doing here, it’s
being picked up. They hear it. The re a-
son why I know that is I re m e m b e r
things that I heard when I was a child
and my grandparents and parents were
engaged in a conversation. Those
things are really meaningful to me.
And I know my kids have told
G retchen and me that they re m e m b e r
things we’ve said. We didn’t think they
w e re listening, but they were and they
re m e m b e r. That engagement of grand-
p a rents and parents is import a n t
because it molds character and devel-
ops a sense of re s p o n s i b i l i t y. Older peo-
ple have a responsibility to take on
that role. 

M a ry Mulheran: P rofessor Doher-
t y, my question is for you. As a twenty-
something person, I have been
i n t roduced—especially in college—to
a wide range of values and morals, a
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g reater lack of any moral conviction,
and a much more casual approach to
things like marriage. If this room had
been filled with all twenty-somethings,
how would you have changed what you
said? What kind of advice would you
give people like me?

William Doherty: The twenty-
somethings want marriage, yearn in
some ways for permanent bonds, and
seem to be frightened about whether it
can happen. So I would appeal to the
vision and to the core ideals and help
them to reflect on the counter- m e s-
sages that are occurring. Yours is the
generation whose parents divorced in
such great numbers. Then I would talk
about the ideals that are important to
hold on to and what it’s going to take
to get there. I would try to help them
analyze the cultural message they’re
getting. So, when somebody says, we
could get married, but if it doesn’t work
out, we could get divorced, what kind
of a message is that and how does that
infiltrate? And I would try to appeal to
their generational pride. I think this
generation is more cynical, but because
of that they know that they have to
work at. In my time, we just got mar-
ried and assumed it would all work out.
So there is this sense that they now
know that marriage is not automatical-
ly for life and they’re really going to
have to work at it.

Mitch Pearlstein: Why is there
such reluctance on the part of a num-
ber of academics to deal with the ques-
tion of marriage? 

William Dohert y : Since the 1960s,
we have demystified marriage in some

ways that are good. It used to be that
n o b ody talked about domestic violence
and wife battering. It was not studied.
The first studies were in the 1970s, for
c rying out loud. We know that this is a
serious problem. When the divorc e
revolution came along, there was a
sense that some of the divorce laws
encouraged people to lie and make up
stories about mental cruelty and adul-
t e ry that were n ’t around and that some
d i v o rces, in fact, are necessary for the
p rotection of adults and children. So
t h e re was this movement. And, of
course, the feminist movement talked
about marriage as an unequal re l a t i o n-
ship that really is bad for women.
T h e re was this deconstruction, this cri-
tique of marriage that came along, and
the idea that children can be raised in
single parent families successfully,
which is true, but not as likely to be
successfully raised as in a married fami-
l y. And then we had the gay move-
ment, the gay liberation movement,
and so the movement towards gay/les-
bian couples and a movement about
m a rriage, the rising cohabitation. 

What happened was that in a sort of
liberal, open-minded, academic culture ,
marriage became one lifestyle among
others, one form of doing adult re l a t i o n-
ships. And we, at the same time we
became morally relativistic, so diversity
and pluralism means accepting the qual-
ity of all forms. Marriage becomes con-
t roversial then if you want to assert that
it is superior as a social institution to
cohabitation. That, in general, it’s the
optimal environment to raise children.
And I would hold both of those with no
apology, but fifteen years ago, I would
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not have, okay? Because as part of that
p a rticular culture, you do not want to
a s s e rt ideals. I had a conversation with
local marriage and family therapists
about this, behind closed doors, no
media there, I said, can we talk about
this? And it was one of the scarier con-
versations that this professional gro u p
had ever had. And as one woman said,
a re you telling me that we should have
an ideal? Because ideals had become
i m p ressive in the kind of re l a t i v i s t i c
world of the pro g ressive liberal left. An
ideal itself is oppressive. That’s at the
h e a rt of it. So it isn’t for me a strange
phenomenon that there ’s so much
ambivalence about marriage. It comes
f rom some deep convictions and it
comes from a sense that we can’t make
a n y b ody feel bad about their lifestyle,
that they’re all created equal. But it’s
changing. It’s changing in the face of
just sort of some cold re a l i t i e s .

Jo Beld: I’m a faculty member at St.
Olaf and I teach a course in family
ethics and public policy. They’re re a d-
ing some of the literature published by
the Institute for American Values. I
have a concern and a question. My
c o n c e rn is that the course is over-
whelmingly oversubscribed, but only
10 percent of the students in the course
and those who want to be in the course
but couldn’t get in are male. And I’m
c o n c e rned about the maldistribution of
c o n c e rn about these issues between
young men and young women like the
t w e n t y - s o m e t h i n g - y e a r-old who just
spoke. That’s my concern. My question
is that much of the oversubscription of
time and the lack of family time that
you described is among families where

we have a choice about how much
time we’re going to spend at the work-
place and how much time we’re going
to spend with our kids, knowing that if
we cut down our time in the work-
place, we’re still going to be able to pay
the rent and buy food and take care of
our kids. What responsibility do fami-
lies have to families who don’t have
the re s o u rces and have to choose
between spending time with their kids
and being able to meet their kids’ eco-
nomic needs?

William Dohert y : Well, that’s an
important question, because this relates
to the economic issues and the families,
the working poor families who have to
work the two jobs. There is an initia-
tive that’s going to occur on October 24
—I’m on the national steering commit-
tee for it—called Take Back Your Time
D a y. And it’s dealing with the issues of
overwork and overscheduling. And so I
think those are all in there and that
family is thoroughly caught up in work,
we work far more hours than we did in
the 1950s, and some families have to
work far more than they would like.
The only other thing I could add is, in
t e rms of men, I’m really glad that you
raised that because in the twenty-some-
thing generation, part of what we’re
finding is that there is a disconnect
between young men and young women.
And the young men are often not even
thinking about getting married until
into their thirties; the biological clock
is ticking for women. And if we’re
going to be reviving marriage, we really
have to be thinking about what’s going
on with young men in our society.
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G o v e rnor Quie: I’m very intrigued
with Stephen Cart e r’s book, I n t e g r i t y,
which makes three basic points. The
one that every b ody understands is do
the hard work of figuring out what is
right and what is re s p o n s i b i l i t y. The
second one is have the will and the
courage to do what is right rather than
what is wrong, because it’s wrong choic-
es that get us into trouble. But the third
one is to talk about, speak openly about
why you made that choice. And I think
t h a t ’s what is going to make the diff e r-
ence. So when Professor Beld and oth-
ers raise these questions, then you get
the discussion and talk about it and you
go through that and other people will
l e a rn from you. So I think it’s the
absence of family conversations or com-
munity conversations about these issues
that affect family that permits us to go
down on the devil’s toboggan sled
instead of correcting this as fast as we
s h o u l d .
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