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familiesthatwork 
Our understanding 

of the world is 

shaped by the great 

variety of myths that 

surround us.

Through the telling and 

sharing of family history 

stories, children develop 

a sense of self as 

connected to previous 

generations.

One of the more enduring myths of the 
American family is that it is falling apart. 
Newspaper and magazine articles have 
for more than a hundred years decried the 
decline of the American family and docu-
mented societal changes that have placed 
family life on the verge of extinction.
	 Many other family myths abound: homes 
with both parents are better for children, espe-
cially when dad is the breadwinner and mom 
is the homemaker; too much television is bad 
for kids; honesty and hard work are the keys 
to prosperity and happiness.
	 The historical and cultural origins of some 
prominent American family myths were 
explored during a recent conference hosted by 
the MARIAL Center. The two-day meeting 
brought together distinguished family scholars 
from such disciplines as psychology, anthro-
pology, history, sociology, business, theology, 
and communication.
	 They discussed the origins of these myths 
in the media, history, popular culture, and 
religious institutions. They also sought to 
debunk some of the more prevalent ideas that 
distort the truth. “There is no such thing 
as a ‘traditional’ family” that was close knit 

and harmonious, said historian 
Steven Mintz from the University 
of Houston. “Families have always 
been diverse and far from being 
stable in form and function.” 
He added that while “our actual 
families” are sometimes dysfunc-
tional, the mythic ones are “strong, 
intense, stable, harmonious, and 
self-reliant.”
	 Mintz and other speakers 
referred to historian John Gillis, 
who drew a distinction between 
the family we live with and the 
family we live by. The latter 
reflects our longings, expecta-
tions, and fantasies of how the 
ideal family looks and behaves. 
MARIAL Center Director Bradd 
Shore said that myths are “a pecu-
liar combination of fact and fic-
tion.” (See Director’s View on p. 4.) 
This mix complicates efforts  
to analyze their power and influence.
	 The “self-reliant family” is a myth, 
according to noted author Stephanie 
Coontz, who said that families always 

have relied on others for help. In the 1950s, 
she said, families were the recipients of 
“an incredible, generous array of govern-
ment and social programs.”
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