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...In examining the characteristics of parental care, we can begin with a particularly appro-
priate image used by Erich Fromm in The Art of Loving.  Fromm maintains that a good par-
ent always gives  “the gift of milk and honey” to his or her child.  “Milk” here refers to the 
parent’s role in providing for the child’s basic needs, life and growth, while “honey” refers 
to their role in instilling in the child a love for living and a happiness at being alive.  On the 
most basic level, then, parental care involves a commitment to care for the child’s physical 
and emotional well-being.  Fromm goes on to say that while most parents are capable of 
giving milk, not all are capable of giving honey too. In order to give honey, he maintains, 
one must not only be a good parent, but a happy and secure human being as well.1

This second dimension of parental care (instilling in a child a love for life) leads to the 
third— the willingness to promote the personal autonomy of one’s child.   Eventually every 
well adjusted child will want to separate from his mother, to attach himself to friends of his 
own choosing and later to establish an intimate  relationship with another adult—to carve 
out his own unique domain in life, so to speak.  Such separation is essential if the child is 
to eventually become a completely separate entity from his mother.2  A healthy mother, 
claims Fromm, will actually help to facilitate this process:

The mother must not only tolerate, she must wish for and support the child’s sepa-
ration.  It is only at this stage that motherly love becomes such a difficult task, that 
it requires unselfishness, the ability to give everything and want nothing but the 
happiness of the loved one.  It is also at this stage that many mothers fail in their 
task of motherly love.  The narcissistic, the domineering, the possessive woman 
can succeed in being a “loving” mother as long as the child is small.  Only the 
really loving woman, the woman who is happier in giving than in taking, who is 
firmly rooted in her own existence, can be a loving mother when the child is in the 
process of separation.3

While a clingy, possessive mother ultimately works to undermine her child’s ability to 
develop into an autonomous individual, the healthy mother recognizes that her work is not 
complete until her child no longer is dependent upon her.  On a superficial level the healthy 
mother may seem less caring than her unhealthy counterpart, because she is determined at 
all cost to help her child stand on his own.  As her child grows older, she allows him greater 
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amounts of freedom and responsibility, and eventually might even seem to push him out 
of her household.   In the end, however, the  child who has learned from his mother to take 
responsibility for his own life will stand a much better chance of being able to mature into 
an autonomous adult in his own right.

Finally, there are two other responsibilities of parenthood, which though often neglect-
ed, are actually of paramount importance: a good parent is also obligated to work to the 
best of his or her ability to raise children who are morally good individuals as well as good 
citizens.  Although the importance of instilling a sense of virtue and citizenship in children 
has been lost in our own times, these two facets of parenting were considered crucial in 
previous centuries. Plato, for example, spends a considerable amount of the Republic dis-
cussing the proper training necessary to ensure that the children of guardian parents will 
develop harmonious souls and will care for the good of the polis even more than their own 
good.  Likewise, in his Emile, the philosopher Rousseau warns that the failure of fathers in 
particular to care for the moral and civic characters of their children is inexcusable:

A father has only done a third of his duty when he begets children and makes pro-
vision for them.  To his species he owes men; to society he owes social beings; to 
the state he owes citizens.  Every person who fails to pay this triple debt is blame-
worthy, even more so if he only pays part of it.  The man who cannot fulfillment a 
father’s duties has no right to become a father.4

It is not enough to raise children who are healthy, happy and autonomous if these children 
will ultimately grow up to be self-absorbed louts, who care little for the needs of other hu-
man beings or for the well-being of their communities.

As you probably have noticed, it is my conviction that being a good parent is actually 
quite a arduous undertaking.5  While our own society seems inordinately concerned about 
providing for the material needs of children, questions of their needs as moral, civic and 
spiritual beings goes largely unaddressed.  This overemphasis on the material needs of 
children has led to a far too facile ideal of parenthood, in which anyone who can provide 
the requisite  amount of “stuff” for their children become a good parent ipso facto.  And 
yet by broadening the scope of parental care, I have also increased the likelihood that many 
parents will fail in their responsibility to provide adequate care for their children. 

Failure is perhaps inevitable in a job as complex as parenting,  However, I would like 
to argue that three current trends in contemporary family life make such failure all but in-
evitable—the rise of the single parent household, the increase in the number of two-income 
families, and the all too common use of day care in our society.  

The Single Parent Household

At the present time approximately 44-66% of all marriages end in divorce.  The rate of 
divorce in the United States has in fact risen more than 250% from 1940 to 1989.6   While 
in some cases the increase in divorce rates is a result of women leaving abusive family situ-
ations, a far more prevalent cause of divorce seems to be general incompatibility between 
marital partners, and a lack of desire to work out difficulties.7  Christopher Lasch has even 
argued that the increase in divorce rates in this country is a consequence of a society that 
places an emphasis on “immediate gratification and planned obsolescence.”     It is symp-
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tomatic, he maintains, of a culture that is wary of any sort of long term commitments.8 
In recent years there has also been a dramatic increase in the number of out-of-wedlock 

births in the United States.  In the 1950’s and 60’s, for example, 5% of children were born 
into single parent households.  By 1990 that number rose to 27%.  This figure accounts for 
17% of all white children and 57% of black children.  At the present time approximately 
one out of every four women has children outside of marriage.   As Barbara Dafoe White-
head points out, “With the rates of divorce and non-marital birth so high, family disruption 
is at its peak.  Never before have so many children experienced family breakup caused by 
events other than death.  Each year a million children go through divorce or separation and 
almost as many are born out of wedlock.”9  

The increase in the number of single parent households, whether as a result of divorce 
or out-of-wedlock births, has had some damaging consequences on the children raised in 
these households.  Most obviously, the breakdown of the two parent household has led 
to an increase in poor families: single parent households headed by women are 6.5 times 
more likely to be poor than two parent households.10  David Popenoe has gone so far as 
to suggest that the increase in the rate of child poverty in the United States (from 14% in 
1969 to 20% today) can be attributed primarily to the effects of divorce on American fami-
lies.11    The women who head these households are typically also under incredible stress, 
forced to work long hours to support their family and then having to come home and take 
on the burden of raising children and caring for the household.   While it is difficult enough 
for two parents working together to raise children properly, the single mother who bears 
complete responsibility for the welfare of her children has an almost overwhelming burden 
placed upon her. The situation, of course, is even worse for those women who lack a larger 
network of family and friends to assist them.

Recent studies also seem to indicate that children growing up in single parent families 
also have a much higher likelihood of developing emotional and behavioral problems in 
life.  For example, children raised in single parent households are twice as likely to drop 
out of high school and 2.5 times more likely get pregnant as teenagers.12  Other studies 
have shown that these children are also  2-3 times more likely to experience school fail-
ure or to suffer from behavioral disorders during childhood.  Boys raised in single parent 
households are more likely to act aggressively and girls more likely to act promiscuously.13   
These children are also much more prone—perhaps up to 15% more prone— to commit-
ting delinquent acts than their counterparts in intact families.14  In study of adolescent mur-
ders in 1987, 75% were children of divorced or never married parents.15   Additionally, it 
has been determined that 70% of all juveniles in state reform institutions come from single 
parent households.16

There are those who would  argue that these statistics actually reflect  the impact 
of poverty on children, rather than the effects of growing up in a single parent house-
hold.  However, after the subject groups were controlled for income, boys from single 
parent households were still more likely to commit crimes than those from two parent 
households.17   Indeed, a study done in 1988 indicates that the proportion of single parent 
families in a community is a predicator of violent crime and burglary, but that the poverty 
level of the community is a negligible factor.18   The point that these studies raise is that 
the increase in social pathologies in single parent households cannot be explained just by 
poverty.   There is solid evidence that the very structure of single parent household is to 
blame for many of the pathologies of children raised in them.  
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These problems are exacerbated in black communities where there has been a steady 
increase in the number of single parent households since the 1960’s.19  In 1960, for ex-
ample, only 8.7% of white children were living without a father, a figure which increased 
to 18.2% by 1988. By comparison 27.7% of black children were living without a father in 
1960 and  by 1988 this number rose dramatically to 58.4%.20  Over half of all black chil-
dren today are being raised in single parent households, in many cases without any stable 
male presence. One could argue that many of the social pathologies that exist in the black 
community, especially the significantly higher incidence of violent crime among black 
males and teen pregnancy among black females, can be partially attributed to the break-
down of the black family in the United States.

This is certainly not to say that the existence of two parent households alone is sufficient 
to ensure that children grow up well adjusted and morally responsible.  Certainly children 
raised in two parent households where parents are hostile, abusive or selfish will experi-
ence many of the same disadvantages as children raised in single parent households.21  Nor 
would I wish to suggest that it is absolutely impossible to raise a child without a father in 
the household: there are  numerous examples of woman who have done adequate and even 
marvelous jobs raising children on their own.  It must be acknowledged, however, that such 
a situation is difficult at best and that it is probably not in the best interest of the child—as 
the studies above seem to indicate.  As Barbara Whitehead points out, growing up in a two 
parent household offers clear advantages that a single parent household does not.   “Though 
far from perfect as a social institution, the intact family offers children greater security and 
better outcomes than its fast-growing alternatives....Not only does the intact family protect 
the child from poverty and economic insecurity; it also provides greater non-economic 
investment of parental time, attention and emotional support over the entire life course.”22  
While she is not trying to argue that all two parent households are necessarily better than all 
single parent households, Whitehead disputes the claim that the two are equally beneficial 
to children.  

The Two Income Family

The second factor contributing to the breakdown of family life in the United States is 
the rise in two income households. In 1960  only 19% of married women with children 
younger than six were working.  By 1998 that figure rose to 54%.23    Again, while there 
are those who would argue that such a dramatic increase in the number of working moth-
ers is not necessarily problematic in itself, common sense tells us that replacing half of all 
mothers with children under three with a smaller number of day care providers must have 
detrimental consequences on the well-being of these children.  As Amatai Etzione, a leader 
in the Communitarian movement observes, “If this were any other business, say, shoemak-
ing, and more than half the labor force had been lost and replaced with fewer, less qualified 
hands, and still we asked the shoemakers to produce the same number of shoes of the same 
quality (with basically no changes in technology), we would be considered crazy.”24  In 
essence this is precisely what has happened to the American family, and the end result is 
clearly detrimental to the quality of the “product”—children.

Again, there are various causes for this increase in the number of families where both 
parents work, the most obvious of which being that two incomes are often necessary for 
the poor and middle class families to survive economically.  I have no doubts that there are 
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many mothers in the work force who would love to be able to spend more time with their 
children, but simply cannot afford to do so.  This tragic situation speaks to the need for 
significant changes in public policy and the need to increase wages in order to allow one 
parent—and this could be a father as well as a mother— the option of remaining at home 
when children are young.

A more pernicious cause for this increase, however, has to do with the increasing mate-
rialism of Western society.   In a consumeristic society where success if often equated with 
the possession of “stuff,” it is often seen as necessary to maximize income by having both 
parents in the workforce.  Certainly, the material needs of the most families today are much 
greater than the typical family of the 1950’s and 60’s.   In general, we live in larger homes, 
possess more gadgets and appliances, and travel much more frequently.   We continue to 
have the delusion, however that it is possible to “have it all” — more money for stuff and 
more time with our families.  The sad reality that many parents refuse to face is that, with 
the exception of a small financial elite, most families cannot “have it all.”  Hard choices ul-
timately have to be made.  Parents,  Amatai Etizione warns, “must face the possibility that 
they will have to curtail their gainful employment in order to invest more time and energy 
into their offspring.  This may hurt their chances of making money directly (by working 
fewer hours) or indirectly (by advancing more slowly in their careers).”25

Although the most common argument why both parents have to work is that it is a 
necessity— that two incomes are needed just to get by— Etzione argues that in many 
cases there is indeed a choice, whether or not people are aware of it.  The objective needs 
of families, Etzione reminds us, are not many.  They basically boil down to three: food, 
clothing and shelter.  The problem he says is that many people confuse what they want 
(large homes, new cars, tv’s, vcr’s) with what they actually need.  By reducing unnecessary 
wants, it may be quite possible to live fairly well on one income.  The result of opting to do 
with less is that it may very well become possible for parents to spend more time with their 
children, personally guiding their development.

There are those, however, who would object to Etzione’s argument that families are 
forced to make the kind of hard choices described above.  They would argue that the im-
provement in the quality of day care means that parents can indeed “have it all.”  They can 
advance in their careers, have more financial resources for material goods, and at the same 
time ensure that their children are well provided for.  Some studies even seem to indicate 
that children raised in day care are as well off as those raised by their biological par-
ents.  Interestingly, one of the great philosophical texts of the Enlightenment—Rousseau’s 
Emile—provides an effective philosophical response to those who seek to promote day 
care as a viable alternative to parental care. 

The Perils of Day Care

Although Rousseau does not speak specifically about day care in his Emile, he does speak 
in general terms about the problem of having people other than parents act as the primary 
care-giver for children—a custom that was common among the affluent in his own time.  
Real care for a child, Rousseau asserts, demands an emotional attachment between the 
care-giver and child.  Parents have this attachment naturally by virtue of the events sur-
rounding birth.  Others who look after the child in the parents’ absence may never be 
able to develop this kind of emotional bond.  “People sometimes find amusement in other 
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people’s children,” he warns, “but it is only their own that they love.”26  Even the best day 
care providers “lack the appeal of natural affection” that is innate in all but the most heart-
less  parents. There are limits to how attentive they can be, especially if they have to attend 
to more than one child.   

What many parents who opt for day care fail to realize is that caring for children is 
a job for the day care provider—plain and simple. Their main reward and their primary 
motivation is financial remuneration, not necessarily the joy of helping a child to develop 
properly.27   As Rousseau correctly point out, “services paid for are only apparent and it 
is real services we seek.”28  The “apparent services that Rousseau speaks about involve 
a mere “tending to.”  In tending to the needs of children, the day care provider is able to 
provide for only the most basic needs, and these necessarily are the  most obvious physical 
ones (feeding them, changing their diapers, and making sure that they are somewhat com-
fortable and safe).  Real care, however, is concern for the whole child (physical, emotional, 
intellectual, moral, etc.), and this kind of all-encompassing involvement typically cannot 
be performed by the day care provider.  

Rousseau does maintain, however, that real affection for the child might develop if the 
care-giver has real love or affection for the parent of the child.  He thus argues that if a par-
ent is not able to care for a child himself the next best option is to have the child cared for 
by a close relative or good friend of the parent.  Ideally, in this case, the love and affection 
that these intimates have for the child’s parent may inspire them to show greater concern 
for the well-being of the child in their care.

A second problem with day care according to Rousseau is that separation of mother 
from child can lead to a diminishment of natural affection in a mother.  The child who 
spends most of his day cared for by others becomes an alien presence that a mother is 
forced to cope with for a few hours a day and on weekends.  Tired from working all day, 
the child vies for her attention at the same time she is trying to take care of the business of 
her household  and also trying to find time to relax herself.

Conversely, Rousseau maintains that the failure of the mother to personally provide for 
the child’s needs leads to diminishment of the child’s affection for the mother  The duties 
of mother and child, writes Rousseau, are reciprocal: “failure on one side leads to a neglect 
of duty on the other.  The child’s love for his mother should precede any sense of obliga-
tion. If the call of blood is not strengthened by habit and nurture, it fades out in the early 
years and the heart (one might say) dies still-born.”29   It is for this reason that many chil-
dren seem more attached to their nannies or day-care providers than to their own parents.

Current studies seem to bear out Rousseau’s concerns about the adverse effects of 
professionalized care on the development of the child and his relationship to his parents.   
In 1978 child psychologists Jay Belsky and Lawrence Steinberg examined the various 
studies on day care that had previously been done and concluded that on the basis of the 
evidence presented there were no negative intellectual or emotional effects of day care on 
children’s development.30  A decade later, however, Belsky revised his previous position, 
arguing that the bond between mother and child weakens when children under 12 months 
old are placed in day care and that the bond between the father and child also weakens due 
to the increased likelihood of the mother monopolizing their children’s attention during 
evenings and weekends.  Such ineffectual bonding with parents leads to children who are 
more physically and verbally aggressive with adults,  who are less likely to obey maternal 
directions and less tolerant of frustration.  Belsky also determined that the quality of the 
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day care program in which the child is enrolled doesn’t seem to affect the negative results 
reported.  The damage done to the child is as severe whether the child is being cared for in 
an expensive university run program or by the teen baby sitter down the block.31

 
Conclusions

It would seem, then, that the ideal for family environment would seem to be a stable two 
parent household, where there is at least one parent at home with children during their ear-
ly, formative years.  I know that there are those who might consider what I am proposing 
to be a call to return to the kind of “Father Knows Best” sort of family that probably never 
really existed in the first place—the kind where mother stayed at home all day, made tasty 
dinners for the family every night and cleaned the house while decked out in pearls.  

If it is true that a stable two parent family in which one parent at least is home while his 
or her child is young is the ideal environment for raising future citizens, then the Ultimately 
question may, in fact, become, “How do we provide the kind of economic and social en-
vironment that would make such a family environment possible?”  And the answer to this 
question might very well mean supporting the kinds of programs generally advocated by 
liberals—most notably, tax credits for poor families and affordable public-funded day care.  
This position, therefore, is not necessarily a conservative one, and might even provide an 
opportunity for liberals and conservatives to work together to find ways to strengthen the 
American family….  
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