


































may ultimately enjoy public and political
support.

At the same time, however, most of
what Crittenden wants — and what she
believes most mothers want, too — is a
series of reforms in "family law" that will
make life easier for mothers who want to
work outside the home: extra write-offs for
child care, easier access to trained foreign
nannies, more paid maternity leave. In
other words, her definition of helping
American mothers is enforcing laws that
will make it easier and easier for those
women to be around their children less and
less.

The problem that has a name

A final proposition to which current
thinking gives agreement is this: that "there
is definitely no going back," in the words
of Putnam and nearly every other theorist
quoted earlier, to the time when most chil-
dren could expect the company of related
adults, particularly their mothers, in the
home and much of the time. If the social
scientists are right, then in practical terms
there is no transforming home-alone
America.

Such unadulterated fatalism, particu-
larly when it seems so universal, of course
invites objection. Plenty of behaviors that
in certain times and places seemed the un-
remarkable norm have sooner or later
found themselves objects of stigma else-
where. Might not a similar social and in-
tellectual turnaround — perhaps less a
restigmatization than a swing in the social
pendulum — someday come to character-
ize the contemporary social practice of
leaving children to manage without their
parents a great deal of the time? In an
interesting volume cited earlier, There's No
Place Like Work, Brian C. Robertson for
one argued yes. "Although the devel-

oping consensus on illegitimacy and di-
vorce may have led to a new appreciation
of the father's indispensable role in the
emotional, behavioral, and character de-
velopment of children," he reasoned, "this
makes the relative neglect in recent years of
the mother's formative role all the more
difficult to account for [italics in the origi-
nal]." On this reading, a revised and more
sensible notion of what benefits children
most — like today's ongoing revision of the
wisdom of single parenthood — is only a
matter of time. Interestingly, in May the
Washingon Post trumpeted a University of
Michigan study on its front page pur-
porting to show a significant increase in the
amount of time parents spent with their
children in 1997 compared to 1981.

This is indeed one plausible direction
for the post-"mommy-war" world. But the
story may be more complicated than that.
The authors of the Michigan study, for
example, used the same data in a Septem-
ber 2000 paper to show that "the propor-
tion of time . . . taken up by school or day
care, personal care, eating, and sleeping
increased significantly" from 1981 to 1997,
and that "a portion of this change . .. was
due to maternal employment." They
concluded, "there may be a basis for the
concern that shared family activities are
declining," and that the "question of the
relationship of time to child behavior and
well-being" requires further study.

This points us to another and less
happy alternative. In the piece quoted ear-
lier by journalist Marjorie Williams, the
author explains, as she hopes someday to
explain to her five-year-old, that "what I do
at that desk," as she puts it, "feels as
necessary to me as food or air." These are
evocative words in more ways than one.
They are the sort of things mothers have
also said about their children.

The point here is not to single out
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