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CHANGING THE GENDER STRUCTURE
OF FAMILY ORGANIZATION (*)

Gender is the basis on which families have historically been built
and transformed. And the social organization of the family is the main
means of constructing gender as a social and historical experience (*).
What happens then when a couple tries to build a relationship and a
family without relying on gender as an organizational principle?

First of all such an effort makes more visible the multiple dimen-
sions of the gender structure of the family, in so far it must touch
upon the division of labor and of responsibilities, but also deep rooted
expectations and perceptions. It must touch upon not only the otgani-
zation of everyday life, but also the overall pattern of an individual’s,
a couple’s, a family’s life course. As a matter of fact, the use of time
seems. to be a crucial underlying dimension not only of gender relation-
ships, but also of gender egalitarian ones: (®) time is allocated and evalu-
ated both on the basis of what is performed and of whose time it is. It is
a scarce resource, but it is also the dimension in which relationships devel-
op and change, responsibilities come about, needs arise or decline, the
different career lines and time schedules (*) of an individual and of a
couple are developed, cross each other and/or diverge.

The experience of ten U.S. couples who have been striving for
many yeats to build a gender egalitarian relationship shows the diffi-
culties which exist in tackling all these dimensions, as well as their changes
over time, the societal constraints as well as the cultural and psychological
ones. But it shows also the degree and depth of transformation and inno-
vation such an effort can create, even in presence of such constraints.

The samble

The ten couples, all living in Greater Boston, were found using
an informal referral system, or a « snow ball » method: they were
referted to me either by a common friend or, more often, by another
couple in the sample. Each couple, therefore was nominated as gender
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g:;cghologist and was going to graduate school to obtain a Ph. D. They

both 35. ' ‘
e O(f) different cultural heritages, they were all white, but for Ruth,
who is black. And except for Nancy P., who was born and had lived

most of her life in the Middle West, they were all born and had grown
up in New England.

Research method

I was intetested in using a collaborative style of research (°), and
a longitudinal approach. To ask for and to allow an active cooperation
and interaction on the part of the interviewees was not only a crucial
means of eliciting information. It was also an important way of learning
how they felt about the very question of gender equality and how they
defined the issues at stake. In order to obtain this, I did multiple inter-
viewing, had the interviewees read a first report and then interviewed
them again. The whole process took about a year and a half.
More precisely, in the Spring 1982 I interviewed, using a very flexi-
ble outline, first each partner and then the couple together. All these
interviews were taped (for a total of about 4 hours of taped material for
each couple). The interviews focused on the education and work history
of the individual and on his/her family background, on the couple and
family history, on the division and organization of housework and child
care, on the social life of the family, the couple, the individual, on the
reciprocal expectations concerning family and couple performances, on
areas of conflict, and on negotiation styles. The aim was not only to
obtain informations on what is going on now, but on the history of the
relationship, in order to obtain longitudinal data, albeit only in retrospect.
Beside being interviewed, each person filled out a background infor-
mation sheet, a general housekeeping and child care checklist, and a
time budget for for seven consecutive days. These checklists and forms
were filled out during the period between the individual interviews
(which happened either the same day or a few days apart) and the
couple’s joint interview (which happened at least a week and usually
two weeks after the individual ones). Usually we started the couple’s
joint interview commenting on these forms, comparing the partners’
answers to the checklist and the way they kept track of and organized
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therefore able to witness a small part of the family everyday interaction
ation: children were being put to bed when I arrived, or were
from school when I was leaving, asking for snacks or just
dropping in to see the intruder; phone calls were answered, and so forth.
Sometime the family was so friendly to me, that they accepted me dprmg
their family time (at dinner for instance). With some I became fr1e{1ds,
which was a problem in terms of trying not to exploit a friendly relat19n-
ship for research purposes. I hope I have succeeded. In any case, knowing

all these people was an invaluable experience for me.

A final observation is necessaty. As many authors have pointed
out (), studying couples is not the same as studying .individual's.
Couples (and families) construct an image of their relatlon_shlp and th'elr
history over time, which they not only present to the outside, but which
constitutes the frame itself of their behaviors and expectations. The « rea-
lity » of their relationship is made also of this culturally and symbolically
constructed reality. If this is true of all couples and families, the more
is it so for the couples in my sample, who belong to a generation and to a
cultural milieu who invested and invests much in consciously shaping
behaviors and relationships, and who holds equality and fairness in high
value, For these reasons, I think, not only have the individual and joint
interviews been quite consistent, but it was vety hard to have the indi-
diduals and the couples talk about their conflicts. Since for the moment
they were « success stories » — as many of them told me, constrasting
their experience to that of their generation and friends — these couples
and individuals seemed not to admit the existence of « real » conflicts
in their relationships. They sometimes even felt uncomfortable with the
image of negotiation. Conflicts were admitted, apparently, only in the
form of simple differences in tastes (in spending money, in standards of
cleanliness), or at most of different degrees of coherence in holding to
common shared values, rather than as a divergence of interests or of
values. For instance, Laura D. admitted to being more lenient than John,

in « giving to the children », but quickly added that his stress on self
restraint is a shared value. And the conflicts they have on the allocation
of time, on his diminishing presence in housework and in family time,
are formulated more in the « objective » terms of conflicting demands
(of work and family) than of subjective choices and priorities (although
in the interview in 1983, when their present pattern of allocation of time
was more clearly defined than a year before, both Laura and John
were more explicit about the existence of a conflict, while less confident
that it would be solved. They would have to live with it). Only in two
cases has the existence of « real conflicts » been explicitly mentioned and
acknowledged. Michael and Masha R. admitted they have power conflicts
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beginning in all relationships. Nor was it always explicitly focused on in
the process of evolving a pattern of division of labor. It is even more
interesting that for different couples different aspects of the work/family
system appear crucial in their more or less explicit attempts at working
out a gender egalitarian relationship (**). What is felt as important and
the specific choices and arrangements vary considerably among the
couples. They vary also for the same couple over the years: that is, the
specific pattern of division of labor, of time spent in paid work and in

family work, and so forth, may vary greatly.

But let’s examine these in detail.

As it has been observed in other projects ("), many couples who
start out with an explicit plan of gender egalitarian behavior may end
somewhat far from that ideal, because of the influence and constraints
of external circumstances (e.g. labor market opportunities). But the
reverse may be true as well. There are couples who evolve over time a
pattern of gender equality which wasn’t a conscious aim at the beginning
of the relationship, but which has come out of the interplay between
external circumstances and personal development and change.

The couples in my sample fall somewhat between these two extremes.

We can take as two indicators of gender egalitarianism first, the woman
having a job and earning an income equal if not superior to her husband’s
and second, the man’s involvement in housework and child care. From
this point of view, the two extremes might be resptesented on one
end by Mary and Hal M., who started out as a faitly traditional couple,
when he was a graduate student and she stayed at home with her child,
while they are now a dual career couple and he has substantially increased
his participation in housework (he was always a very active child caring
father). At the other end we might put Wendy C. and Jetemy E., who
started out as substantially egalitarian from the point of view of income
earned (actually she often earned more than he), career involvement and
division of family labor, but now find themselves in a situation in which
she is trying to develop a new professional identity and he has become

a successful movie script writer.

But things are not that simple. Individuals do not always start with
a clear idea of what they want. Moreover, the individuals and the couples
themselves stress different dimensions, over time, as important in an
egalitarian relationship. They even change their definition of gender equa-
lity itself. As Jenny E. says, it can become « a feeling of autonomy which
does not necessarily derive from both of us having a cateet », but from
having material and psychological space for one’s own interests and rela-
tionships; or, according to Wendy, echoed by Jeremy, it is not so much
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enterprise, which took him increasingly away from his household chores.
Masha R. became a well known expert in her field, which means she is
increasingly asked as a consultant and as a speaker in different places
away from home, while her husband Michael is more involved and inte-
rested in his work. She is now wondering not only how they can re-organi-
ze their life to accomodate the increasing demands of their career commit-
ments, but to accomodate their need for togetherness and their desire for
a new child. Jenny E. is facing the decisions the unforeseen success of her
weaving make now necessary: should she devote more time to it, should
she hire someone to help her, and so forth. On the other side Linda F.,
although she has completed her degree, does not feel pressed to find a
job, since she has a new baby to cate for.

‘Of course, .all are well aware of the external constraints implicit
in this kind- of flexibility. They may judge themselves privileged because
of the kind of work they have and the economic resources they can
eventually draw upon, given their family background. Or they may see
clearly the restrictions in career opportunities caused by specific choices.
Judith C. for instance fears she will not be able to have a more meaningful
job when she will want to, since for a long time she has prefetred a part
time solution. Or they may see and suffer the constraints imposed on their
choices by the economic and labor market situation. In 1983 Linda F.
declares she is happy to be home with her new child, but adds that given
the labor market situation in the academy, she really didn’t have any
choice between going to work and staying home with the children. And
she is afraid that she will never be able to work. As for Nancy P. and
Williams S., who were under great economic and psychological stress
when T first interviewed them, their artistic choice was a conscious risk
against which theit mutual solidarity was the only buffer they had.
All of them however, were and are willing to run some risk in order

to maintain flexibility in their own and in their family’s life, in order to
be able to give time and opportunities to themselves, to their partner,
to their children.

Moreover, for both men and women of this particular sample, work
and family appear as linked. There is an evident and conscious effort
to keep the two together. Of course couples and individuals vary in the
balance they achieve; but the fact that such a balance — of commitments,
time, energy — exists and is desirable is apparent for all of them.
It is particularly apparent in the focus that all these couples have on
children and also on their relationship as a couple: in the way they orga-
nize their time — and have organized their work experience over time —
to make space for the relationship with their children, as we shall see.

On the other hand, the need for such a balance is apparent also
15
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not very different from what most of these men consider an ideal they are
striving for. It is however often made impossible by the economic
constraints (two part-time jobs do not support a family), or by the demands
of the structure of careers. Actually only those who have an academic
job or are professional people have that flexibility — on a daily basis,
but also over the course of one’s life — which to others appears only as
an unattainable ideal. Therefore many men feel trapped in a rigid schedule
over which they have but little power.
It cannot go unnoticed, however, the fact that it is easier, for both
men and women, in my sample, to accept and legitimate the women’s
need to have a more flexible time structure. That is, it appears more
difficult to acknowldge the same need for men. During their individual
interviews, for example, both Judith and Ralph C. had expressed their
preference for a part-time working schedule, which however only Judith
had realized. When I raised the question during the joint interview, Ralph
once again said that he would bave liked a part time job, but he
couldn’t afford it, in terms of income and career opportunities, while
Judith seemed not to acknowledge that his desire was as strong as hers.
Only after I directly questioned her, she said that only in a situation in
which he really couldn’t stand working full time anymore, would she

have gone back to working full time.

As a matter of fact, eight out of ten among these men had quite a
remarkable pattern of discontinuity in work and career patterns, having
gone through many changes and new beginnings. But it seems that, even
in this kind of sample, while it is an accepted behavior for men to risk
staying out of wotk for a while in order to study and/or to try a new
career, or even to travel, it is not as obviously acceptable for them to
take up the « typically femine » discontinuous pattern of work behavior
and attachment (*2): to stay out of work or to work part time only becau-
se of family roles and priorities. Only one man in the sample — Michael
R. — made such a choice, when his daughter was born, in a conscious
and explicit effort to overturning gender roles (while Masha started her

academic careet).

All this appears very traditional at first glance; but where does
traditionalism actually lie? In women’s accomodating their work lives
to family demands and pleasures (even the career women in the sample
took some kind of leave when their children were born, or started their
career after their children were botn and past infancy), ot in men’s ina-
bility to go all the way in doing so, even when they would like to?
The answers are not clear, specially when one listens to these very
articulate women speaking of choices they have made and do not regret,
even when they have paid for it in terms of delaying their career or in

17



Or economi .

And behind the men’sc v‘a:isu\jvell as psychologica] dependency are great (©
«free » their wives ngness to « sacrifice » themselves & 3 ).
the fear of an over i T the rigidity of work demands th o rer fo
owever ther . ;Zr mvcilvement in family demands and worifreI ay be
which are typica] ofctcﬁf :;oacr f Strclllg%ﬁﬁg with multiple, not sin;gle siﬁzﬁ:t
the famil OCA and of this generation ioh A1 ’
. y/work System, its balances, gender struc’ta»nd which all touch
€ place of w. ure, symbolic meg-

0", : ork in one’ : X
mily ideology and the needs of nurturc::tlxlleceS gl“c;n }lfe’ bersonal identity, fo.

and individua] solutions
th .
always partial and Iopsided.er‘efor‘e necessarily

belongs e.:XFI.usively to one spouse
possibility of change and opeﬂ

Is true also for ¢ ange, if the chance ari i
i he couple whose work/family ’SVStem z:lppearse Iggljes. Thl;
3 e roote

his} g . p -

The division of family work

I use here the co;
. ncept of famjl :
se it is : y wotk and not ju;
s IFore comprehensive of 4]] that is needec? tlulit housewor.k becau-
: fom earning money for it)(¥). O keep a family going

financia] and administrative work, yard
$d

18

what Masha R. defined « acting as a social secretary » for the family
and the couple. _

This work changes greatly in its composition and total amount of
time required during a family’s life course, as the couples in my sample
pointed out over and over again. « We kept making lists and changing
them, and finally gave up having a list altogether » — Linda and George
F. told me. _ ‘

Reciprocal expectations change, but so also do family needs and
labor market demands, and there is not always congruence among all
these changes. Actually one of the greatest hazards of a relationship in
general, and in particular of one committed to avoiding stereotypical
patterns and roles, is the syncronization of changes. As over and over
again these couple who live in. the so called « divorce era » pointed
out to me, so far they are « success stories ». They have changed together
and have been able together to meet the changes in family structure
(children are born and then grow up) as in the external circumstances.

In the meantime they have been striving to maintain open, flexible, if not
altogether overturning, the gender role structures historically and cultu-
rally developed to cope with them.

For a few couples this ability to meet these challanges appears;
in their words and perceptions, almost effortless: a spontaneous develop-
ment of the relationship.. For others it is the conscious- object of an
explicit negotiation, of a kind of « relational work »: « we have to work
it out », « we are working on it » is for instance the refrain in Laura D.’s
interview. And Michael R. speaks of having made a « contract » with
Masha, concerning his assuming principal responsibility for the care of
their daughter the first four years.

In any case, also external circumstances, explicitly or not, play
an important role in these processes of development/negotiation: I am
thinking here not only of income levels and wotk schedules, but also of
life experiences preceeding the relationship and of changes in the cultu-
ral climate of the reference groups for these couples/individuals: It is
important to keep this in mind, even if I cannot develop it fully here.
Certainly the majority of the women in the sample explicitly mentioned

the important role played by the existence of the women’s movement

in their expectations and outlook. _ .
Let’s see now in some detail how these couples organize the diffe-

tent areas of family work.

a) Housework
First of all, since all these couples have very busy lives, they keep
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others have larger ones, which must be taken care of and where they may
have also a flower and vegetable garden. But maintenance work is also
highly differentiated in itself. In some families it means just the essen-
tial repair work of household appliances and/or some minor work on the
house structure. In others it involves repairing roofs, plastering and
painting walls, and also building some furniture. And, as for some
aspects of housework — such as cooking or making clothes — there is
a dimension to this kind of work which is of clear economic value; but
there is also a dimension of pleasure, of working with one’s own hands,
of working on a project of one’s own, which is not always easily distin-
guishable from the mere need for the job to be done, and which is often
overlooked when studying middle class men, who hold intellectual jobs.
Therefore, as there are persons (male and female) who say they would like
to have more time to cook, there are persons (mostly male), who would
like to have more time to do this kind of work in the house, to work on
some kind of project, for the pleasure of it. _

As for the actual division of housework, I would say that in no

instance at this point in the life of the couples of the sample is it
perfectly equal and only in one case there is almost a role reversal
(I say almost, because in this case not only does Michael R. do most
of the housework and shopping, sharing the .cooking with the wife;
but he also does all the maintenance work and the yard work in their quite
latge yard, acting also as the family financial manager). However, the
division of labor does not follow a clear pattern: not only because each
couple’s pattern has changed over time, but because the clearly feminine
or cleatly masculine areas are vety few. Moreover, while in certain
areas the pattern of a hushand’s presence is clearly that of a helper or of
an obedient executioner, in others the division of labor has more the
traits of his sharing or of totally assuming the responsibility.

In greater in detail: doing the laundry and folding it appears
to be strongly femine. Among men, only Michael R. is totally responsible
for it, while Williams S. takes his own laundry to the pay launderette.
Viceversa, repair and maintenance work and also working on the car
appear definitely masculine (while yard work appears to be more evenly
divided or shared). It is clear that in the case of laundry the chore is
much more routine, -continuous and also more universally present than
maintenance work on the house. It must be noted however that in
one case only the man — Hal M. — never does the laundry, because
« I am not able to operate the machine. My son is » (*). All the other
men do a laundry load at least once a week, Moreover, most men take
cate of their own dress shirts, either taking them to the cleaner’s or
washing and hanging them themselves,
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involved in it, he tends to see less what needs to be done and Laura
must often remind him.

It must be added that, in contrast with comparable Italian couples,
only two of these have a paid housecleaner, who comes only once a week
(Laura and John D., Mary and Hal M.). Another couple (Jenny and
Victor) rejects the idea on political grounds; while other two are discussing

| it, again on ideological and political grounds: Wendy C. and Michael R.

oppose the idea, while their spouses are willing to give it a try.

As for the way the couples arrive at dividing up housework, it vaties.
Only Laura and John D. have explicitly negotiated and spelled out the
allocation of tasks and responsibilities, with lists and times, to which
they try to adhere strictly, even if they are willing to change them when
necessary. As a matter of fact, they are so explicit and strict about it,
that their friends are sometimes amazed, or at least amused, at hearing,
for instance Laura call out to John: « It is your turn to take care of Brian
(their four year old son) ».

For at least two other couples this explicit negotiation and allocation
of tasks was part of ‘the couple’s experience in the past, but it has. given
way in time to what they define a more spontaneous approach. Although,
as George F. said, when one of the spouses feels he or she has more
than his/her fair share, tension eventually builds up, and a somewhat
more formal negotiation develops, in which tasks are reallocated. The
history of Ruth and Ben S. presents a dramatic example of tension-follo-
wed by negotiation. After Ruth refused to accept any longer a division
of labor and tesponsibilities which she felt was unfair to heiself and

their children and left Ben for a few months, she and Ben explicitly nego-
tiated (also with a marriage counselor’s help) new terms for their re-
lationship. These implied not only new responsibilities for Ben as a father,
but also new responsibilities for him in housework (). As for Masha R.
and Michael R. there never was any negotiation over housework. As
Michael says, « she just never did it » (Masha agrees). He adds resignedly
that this was not part of their « contract », of his explicit attempt at
overturning gender roles. The only negotiation they have open now in this
respect concerns the eventual hiring of a paid helper once a week, since
Masha doesn’t feel like giving more time to housework and Michael’s
involvement in his graduate program is increasing.

The other couples, whatever their pattern of division of labor,
stress its spontaneity, its naturaleness, even when substantial changes
over time are involved. « We never discussed it », says Mary M. « When
I started working and then went back to school and was working full
time, it was just obvious that a change was necessary: that I would be
doing less and somebody else would be doing more ». « It just happened
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she/he cannot stand these standard, and then the whole thing is re-nego-
tiated again ». All these mechanisms and counter mechanisms are more
or less explicit in the entire sample.

There are also implicit power mechanisms at work in this process.
The fact that they are not made explicit, as in formal negotiation, doesn’t
make them less efficient. It is only a different mode of negotiating, in
which conflicts, but also demands and expectaticns, are less explicit,
or more matter of fact (« I guess I'd have never married a man who expec-
ted me to serve him », says Sue P.); but also where tensions can buijld
up and need some channel to be communicated.

In any case, be the negotiation explicit or implicit, relationships
such as those of my sample, in which expectations are continually in flux
and at least great part of the role structure is not definite at all, require
a good deal of communication skills and a deep trust in each other.

b) Child care

' As T pointed out before, an impressive feature of these couples
is their child-centerdness. Though they are all persons who put a great
value on self-realization and individual autonomy, children are a central
focus of their lives and of their time organization and they go to great
lenghts in trying to accomodate to what they perceive as their children’s
best interest.
Before illustrating how this happens at the level of organization of
everyday life, I want to point out how children introduce a specific
punctuation in their parents’ lives, by their coming, growing up, being
related to different social institutions and places, etc. Of course this has
been always acknowledged in and for women’s lives — even too much so.
But what is interesting in this sample is the way this punctuation is
acknowledge for also by men, though in different degrees; first of all
in the recounting of their life stories, in which the work history may be
punctuated by the birth of one’s own children, in much the same way
women often recount their work history, though in general to a lesser
degree and with fewer explicit linkages between the two sets of events.
But it is present also in the way some men explicitly reorganized their
work in order to be able to take care of their new born children. Michael
R. became the principal caregiver of his daughter, working only part time
at his job. John D., when his daughter was botn, looked for and found
a job (teaching at college) which, while it was formally full time, had
in effect a part time and flexible schedule which allowed him to share
child care equally with Laura. Also the other men (except for Ben S.
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problem of social and labor market policies to be faced, which I will
discuss later.

There is however a more radical difference in punctuation, in timing
needs betwen men and women as regards child birth: the existence of
a biological time women cannot ignore totally when they plan on having
children. This time can be out of phase with that of the woman’s career,
but also with that of the father’s; and things get even more complicated
when the woman is older. Some of these women have been quite explicit
about it. Wendy, older than Jeremy, says that they decided to have a
child, even if it wasn’t the best time for Jeremy, because she wanted
it and felt that she was getting too old. They decided she would take main
responsibility in child care, since she had been working for much longer
than he had (although things didn’t work out that way, because he was
still unsuccessful in his profession and she was the main provider; there-
fore he was the main caretaker for the first year). Masha speaks of her
conflicts between wanting to start her career and feeling that that was
the right time to have a child, both biologically and for the development
of their relationship. She is being faced with the same problem now: they
want a second child, she is becoming « too old » and both she and Michael
are being faced with crucial career stages. Jenny E. speaks repeatedly of
« this damned biological time, which does not allow one to think she
can have a child when she wants ».

As a matter of fact, deciding if and when to have a child has been an
important and explicit area of joint decision making in this sample. All
children appear to have been carefully planned, even in the timing of
their births. Only in the case of Ben and Ruth this decision appears to
have been onesided, at least in Ben’s words, and one of the sources of
their conflicts in the past. He in fact says that he didn’t want so many
children and was frightened especially by the arrival of the fourth one
(whom he now visibly adores). He believed they could not afford all of
them and that having so many children meant that he and Ruth could
never have some spare energy and money for themselves.

As for the way these children have been or are cared for, when they
were little, only two of them had been in a full day day care center. One
is the daughter of Nancy P., who, divorced shortly after her child’s birth,
had nobody to help her. She worked at two jobs to support herself and
her child, waitressing and singing. The other is the younger son of Mary
and Hal M., who was in a program based in the local elementary school.
All other children didn’t and do not attend a day care center, even when
both parents were working. All the parents in fact feel that, even if day
care is not necessarily a bad thing, they do not want it for their children.
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by parents, in the public school system, for a montly fee of $ 125.00. All
other school age children find either parent at home when they
come back from school, although it is usually the mother (either because
she works part time, or because she works at home). Sometime parents
split to meet children with different schedules; sometime, as with Laura
and John D., besides taking turns in meeting the children, they also rely
on a well organized neighborhood network. Only Summer, the daughter
of Nancy P., always finds her stepfather home, since her mother works
during the day and is almost never home before 5 p.m. (and works also
on week-ends).

It must be observed that not all the children live in neighborhoods
where there is an after school program at the local school or at a
community center. Moreover, many such programs are addressed only to
children up to third grade in the elementary school. In any case, the
fact that the children often take the bus to a school outside their own
neighborhood or attend a private school makes it difficult for them to
eventually attend a program offered by a school or a center near their
home.
It is true however, that within this sample there is no high demand

for such programs, as there isn’t (or wasn’t) for group day care or for
publicly financed nursery schools.

To this, it must be added that the children who come home after
school actually remain in the house very little: they go off — and often are
driven — to many different activities and classes. As Nancy P. — the
poorest and the one with the least time in my sample — told me, if all
these classes, or at least a good number of them, were available in the
school at a reasonable fee, her daughter Summer could take some of them.
She and William neither have enough money to pay for fancy classes,
nor have enough time to drive her to far away places such as the Y, which
offers classes at reasonable fees. As a matter of fact, given the haphazard
distribution of these resoutces, even knowing about them is not an
easy job, and constitutes a part of family work and management. It is a
lesson Ruth S. clearly taught me, while she explained how she managed
to find a scholarship for her younger son to go to an otherwise very
exclusive private school the following year, and how she found out about
a totally inexpensive summer camp where her older daughter could
learn sailing.

But this last phenomenon points to two issues, which affect family
organization and gender roles. In the first place social policy does not’
only react to, but also shapes family needs and family changes, and indi-
vidual and family choices. I will touch briefly on this in the conclusion.
In the second place, the relationship between family organization and
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however added that she had a home birth and he took care of all of them
totally by himself for a week). - . . e
Whete the father has primary responsibility for his child, or is in
charge of him/her for a substantial amount of time during the day on a
regular basis, even if a great part of the « social work » is.still left to (or
taken over by) the mother, he appears therefore to be able to develop
a new culture, a new sensibility, a new attention and even 'a new ability
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job yet, since her presence and work in the family is not only necessary
for the welfare of their children, but is an economic asset. As for Ruth,
she does not aggree with Ben’s concern over their finances, although her
management of the family budget is quite complex (she explained to
me at length her system to pay their bills on a rotating system, in order
not to bounce her checks).

There does not seem to be a specific pattern of allocating responsi-
bility for the family’s finances, except for the fact that usually it isn’t
a shared responsibility. What decides which spouse will pay the bills, ba-
lance the checkbook and eventually take care of investments, as well
as fill the tax forms seems to be, togéther with a specific competence
(such as that of Mary M.), the specific concern of one of the two over
precision (in balancing the checkbook, planning, punctuality, etc.). In
some case one has taken over because he/she didn’t like the way the
other did it. In other cases, the concern over living on a planned budget
or saving has prompted an assumption of responsibility. Only in the
case of Ben and Ruth S. the motto « I make thé money, she manages it »
seems to be the rationale. Also Michael R. jokingly says that Masha
makes the money and he manages it; but he adds that this decision has
come about a few years ago, because she « messed everything up ».

As for the spouse who does not manage the money, the degree of

interest in the family’s financial balance varies: from the extreme of Hal
M., who doesn’t know how much they spend for the house as well as for
the food (though he maintains that they spend too much), to the more
common attitude of those who know their family’s expenditures, but
don’t bothet keeping track of them on a routine basis. It must be said
that keeping track of a family’s and an individual’s expenditures can
be quite a time consuming job in a situation where the use of checks and
credit cards is so widespread. As a matter of fact the simplest financial
situation is that of the couples (like Judith and Ralph C.) who do not
have credit cards, or use them only in specific circumstances (e.g. travel).
Things get more complicated when credit cards — and different kinds of
them — are used to pay for almost everything but food: from gas to
clothes, theater tickets, housewares, etc.

Managing the money doesn’t mean having more power over spen-
ding it for oneself or of defining priorities in spending. This power of
course is mote a function of the overall power relations within the couple.
As it has often been pointed out, studies on power in the family are
somewhat supetficial and their conceptualization is poor (*'). I cannot
contribute any substantive conceptualization myself. At the empirical
level, I tried to understand if and how differences in income earned
affected on the one hand the perception of an individual’s right to his. or
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dying. But it is important to feel that one is able to earn some money,
for herself, not only for the family. As a matter of fact, Linda is the
most ill at ease in this respect; since she has never earned any money and
does not know if she will ever be able to. « I must prove to myself I am
able to have a job and earn some money », she said in her first interview,
and a year later she admitted that the arrival of the new baby had only
delayed this confrontation.

The two women — Laura D. and Wendy C. — who had a pre-
ceeding history of earning as much and sometimes mote than their
husbands, found themselves unconfortable in their position of non-earner
or lesser-earner. « Not only I do not bring in any money, but I cost money
to the family », Laura D. said during her first interview, referring to
her school fees. This uneasiness was heightened by the fact that for both
these women their temporary economic weakness coincided with a new
development in the careers of their husbands. These were earning more
and spending more time on their job, which they also liked more than
before. These two women therefore found their economic power weakened
just in the period in which they had to renegotiate with their
husbands the allocation of time and responsibilities in their work/family
system.

At a year’s distance Laura was both more explicit about it and
and more resigned. She does have a job now (for which she has chosen a
part time schedule). But John’s job keeps him more busy, and he also
appears more confortable with this, than before. It is a somewhat cutious
phenomenon that, in conscious reaction to this change in their balance
within the couple, although they are two very different women, located
at the two opposite poles in the way they work out the division of labor
with their husbands (with Laura stressing explicit negotiation and
planning, Wendy relying instead on spontaneity and flexibility), both
these women are in the process of trying to develop new areas of
intetest and relationships: in order to somewhat further autonomize

themselves from the couple unity. Laura, who in the past stressed the
value of doing things together and of being perfectly equal, is quite
explicit about it.

i Things ate different for those who earned less than their husbands
out of a specific choice, because they decided to work part time, as Judith,
Sue and Jenny did, or not to work at all for pay, as in the case of Ruth.
They do not feel that they have less right to the family money because of
this, since the unbalance in income with their husbands has been expli-
citly or implicitly negotiated and compensated through their greater share
of family work and presence. Only Sue P. and Ruth S. are however
totally - positive about their situation. Sue in fact feels in control
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the family expenses (also Nancy so defines her arrangement with William;
it was the latter who explained me that she had never bothered to put her
signature in and that he was managing her money for her), in two of
them the husband also has a personal account for business reasons (John
D. and Jeremy E.) and in another two the wife does. Typically, in the
latter cases the husbands suggest it is mostly because of a need for auto-
nomy on the part of their wives, an evaluation Masha aggrees on, while
Sue says she doesn’t remember why they decided she should have a
personal account. No such a reason — autonomy — has been given
in the case of the two men; on the contrary both husbands and wives
in these cases were particularly careful in explaining it was for business,
organizational reasons (both men wotk on their own). The data are too
scarce to develop any systematic hypothesis, but it is interesting that
among these couples, who value highly both personal autonomy and the
couple’s unity, the exclusive ownership of a specific amount of money
appeats linked only to the autonomy of women, not of men, indirectly
confirming the data on the importance these women attribute to the fact
of earning at least some money: not only for the needs of the: family,
but for their own sense of self dignity. Their spouses also seem to regard
it as important for a woman’s autonomy. In a restructuring of traditional
gender role relationships, a woman’s earnings seem to take on symbolic,

as well as material, significance.

5. A tentative conclusion.

To modify gende roles is obviously a complex process, which invol-
ves many dimensions of expetience, both at the personal and social level.
A great part of my project aimed at exploring the personal dimensions
of this process, which I have tried to sketch above. Certainly gender equa-
lity has become a somewhat slippery concept during it, and I am well
conscious of the theoretical and political risks this lack of clarity implies.
Such an outcome was however foreseable, given both the fact that we
are talking of relationships developing over time, and the fact that to
modify the gender structure of family organization doesn’t mean simply
to homogenize one role to the other, be it the masculine or the feminine
one. Also the couples of my sample are or have become uncomfortable
with a concept of equality meaning simply splitting everything right down
the middle, or having identical work commitments. The cateer woman

does not, after all, encompass the ideal of a complete woman/human

being.

This does not mean that we hould discard altogether the issue of
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One could say that the American occupational world uses both
approaches simultaneously: on one hand there is no system of (paid or
unpaid) mandatory maternity leaves; the figure of the working mother,
though a statistically and socially widespread experience, is not acknow-
ledged in the legislation or in practice; on the other hand the principle

“of equal pay for equal work is still far from being applied. At the same

time, there is a steady expansion of part time unprotected jobs for women.
Socialization processes and gender specific practical options mesh much
too easily when one has to decide who is going to stay home with the
children and to pay for it in economic and professional terms. Since none
of the couples of the sample had the economic means of the conventional
dual career couples to hire a full time housekeeper, and in general they
are all both ideologically opposed to hiring such a person, and believe in
giving their own time to their children, only those who had jobs conven-
tionally full time, but de facto with a short schedule, have been able not

to face this kind of choice (¥).

It is because it is such a taken for granted decision, with no guarantee
whatsoever in terms of reversing it, or at least of having all the fringe
benefits a full time job gives (Health insurance, pension, etc.), that even
when the women speak of choice this does not appear completely to be
the case: both in terms of options available and in terms of professional
and economic outcomes in the long run. Moreover, these outcomes make
them economically dependent on their husbands, not only in the present,
but also in the future, making them more vulnerable in case of divorce.

On the other side, the need for somebody to be home with the
children, at least part time, is stressed and motivated not only by the orga-
nization of paid work, but also by the structute and organization of
services aimed at children. Day care is expensive, stigmatized and its
schedule is rigid (it cannot be used on a part time basis); public kinde-
garten in the U.S. does not start until a child is five; school ends at
2.30 and there is not a widespread system of extended day or after school
programs. All this does not hinder the development of a demand for
extra-familial and group care, even for very young children and even
if they do not belong to a dual worker.family, as I pointed out. But,
given the lack of an institutional acknowledgement of such a need on an
universalistic basis {(the U.S. is the western industrialized country which
is most lacking in this respect (*), each family perceives it as an exclusive-
ly private issue, to be solved privately. This may appear as a sensible
solution, more flexible and attuned to the specific needs of individual
families and children than the development of a public services system.
But when economic resources and time are scarce, such a solution appears
at least slanted in social class terms, and also haphazard. The families in
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NOTES

man Marshall Fund. fellowship (grant n. 3-53511) funded the first part of
982. A grant from the Centro Nazionale delle Ricerche made it possible for
he sample in the Summer 1983.

most impor-

ch and theoretical reflections on this are quite numerous. Among the

ses is that of Gayle Rubin, « The Traffic in Women: Notes on the "Political
Rayna R. Reiter (ed.), Toward and Antbropology of Women, New York,
p. 157.210.

(*) A Gern

(*) Resean

11 tempo nella costruzione del ruoli

mote extensively in «
n. 1, gennaio-marzo 1983, pp. 105-30.

di sociologia, XX1IV,

{*) On the concepts of life course, time schedule, timing and cateer lines see Glen Elder,

« Family Historie and the Life Course », in T. Hareven (ed), Transitions. The Family and the
Life Course in Historical Perspective, New York, Academic Press, 1978.

arian by another couple or by a friend

fecl they were gender egalitarian

reasons of their refusal of such

(*) T developed this argument
in Rassegna italiana

{*) There wete couples nominated as gender egalit
who did not accept such a nomination, because they did not
enough. Talking with these persons, trying to understand the
able to their relationship, was an unvaluable part of the research process
nder egalitatian than those who (often regretfully)

a definition as appli
itself. I do not know if my sample is more ge
self-definitions and perceptions, as well as

did not accept such a definition for themselves. But

expectations, are an ijmportant part of reality.
(*) On the collaborative research style, ‘as applied specifically to research on families and
couples, see Barbara Laslett, Rhona Rapoport, « Collaborative Interviewing and Interactive
Research », in Journdl of Marriage and the Family, 37, November 1975, pp. 968-977. My approach

was different (and defective) in relation to that' suggested by these two authors in so far
alone and was not monitore have the

did all my interviews d during them. 1 did, however,
couples themselves monitor ‘my interpretations afterwards. .

(*) On the problems of both collecting and interpreting time budget data see for instance
Robinson J., How American Use Time: A Social Psychological Amnalysis, New York, Praeger
1977; See also L. Lein, Work and Family Life, Center for the Study of Public Policy, Cambridge,

Mass., 1974 (mimeo).

() On this issue see the different conttibutions by P. Berger,
the Construction of Reality », Diogenes, Summer 1964; D. Kantor, W. Lehr, Inside the Family,
San Francisco, Jossey Bass, 1975; D. Reiss, The Family's Construction of Reality, Harvard
University Press Cambridge, Mass. 1981. From a methodological point of view, see aiso
Thompson, A. J. Walker, « The Dyad as the Unit of ‘Analysis: Conceptual and Methodological
Issues »; and J. Gottman, « Temporal Form: Toward a New Language for Describing Relation-
ships », both in Journal of Marriage and the Family, vol. 44, november 1982, pp. 889-900
and 943-62. o

(%) See for instance Roger Gould, Transformations. Growth and Charge in Adult Life,
New York, Simon and Schuster, 1978; Berenice L. Neugarten, « The Awareness of Middle Age »,
in Betenice L. Neugarten (ed.), Middle Age and Aging, Chicago, University of Chicago Press,

1978, pp. 93-98.
(®) On this concept see Joseph H. Pleck

Problems, XXIV, pp. 417-27.

() The same was observed by Donna E. Healey in he;
living in three different kind of marriages (20 traditional, with the wife not working, 20 tradi-
tional, with the wife working, 20 egalitatian, with the wife working). See Donna H. Healey,
Attitudes, Status and Psychological Functioning of Women in Egdlitarian and Traditional Marria-
ges, Phd. thesis, Boston University, Graduate Depattment of Psychology, 1980. The data set
of this research is now at the Murray Center for the Study on Lives, Radcliffe College, Harvard

Univetsity.
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(") See for instance Rapoport Robert, Rapoport Rhona (eds.), Working Couples, New
York, Harper, 1978.

(®) On the « work attachment » concept see Martin Rein, « Women and Work - The
Incomplete Revolution », in The Australian Economic Review, 3rd Quarter, 1980, pp. 11-17.

(") See for instance Chatlotte Dowling’s Wwarnings - in The Cfnderella Complex. Women’s
Hidden Fegr of Independence, New York, Simon and Schuster, 1981,

(*) « Family work » is becoming a commonly used concept, especially in Ttaly.

() Lilian Rubin, in Worlds of Pain, New York, Basic Books, 1976, pointed out the
importance of this kind of work among working class men, Within my sample it appears to be
an experience not linked to a spedific social class, although the lower the income, the more
frequently it appears as an economic necessity.,

(*) He adds that when he was o student he used to operate the coin launderette, but that
«it appeared to be simpler ».

or me to help out and take my share. Ruth couldn’t possi-
telationship a5 g « working team »,

(**) On the importance of time structures in shaping women’s experiences and identity
as against men’s I have Written more extensively elsewhere, See « I tempo nella costruzione
dei ruoli e identitd sessuali », cit. =

(*) See for instance Kahn A., Kamerman Sh., Child Care, Family Benefits and Working
Parents,” New York, Columbia University Press, 1981; See also C, Sataceno, « Childhood as a
socially constructed experience. Childcare and Education policies in Italy and in the United
States », forthcorning in Social Problens, February 1984,

(*) Also working in these services is increasingly a feminine job, See M. Bianchi, I servizi
sociali, Bari, De Donato, 1981.

(*') See for instance J. L. Tutk and N.W. Bell, « Measuring Power in Families », in Journal
of Marriage and the Family, 1972, 34, pp. 222 s

clear demonst-ration, since it wag Masha’s turn to be visible (and eventually to be arrested),
though both took part to jt, :

atid families the vanguard of gender egalitarian telationship, without taking into account the
different distribution of resources in society, see Harold Benenson, « Women’s Occupational
and Family Achievement in the US. Class System: A Critique of the Dual-Career Family Ana.

lysis », forthcoming in the British Journal of Sociology, May, 1984.

(*) See for instance Alfred Kahn and Sheila Kamerman, Cpilg Care, Family Benefits
and Working Parents, cit,

(*) See for instance the analysis of F. Hirsch, Social Limits to Growth, London, Routledge
and Kegan Paul, 1977.
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