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Introduction

This book explores the significance of families in American history, with 
an emphasis on the meanings, practices, and politics of fatherhood. It 
moves chronologically through American history from the revolution 
to the present and shows how American society has been organized 
through families. In pursuing this aim, I do not presuppose a specific 
family type, such as the nuclear family, as the “natural” foundation of 
American society. Instead I ask how the concept of the nuclear family 
was endowed with such overwhelming importance, even though living 
arrangements and family formations have been highly diverse through-
out American history. Rather than portraying a certain type of family 
as “natural” and as a foundation of American society, I explore the rich-
ness of family formations and understand society as a multifarious and 
constantly changing assemblage with families as nodal points, connect-
ing individuals in myriad ways into a malleable social order. The term 
“social order” is not meant to invoke order as opposed to chaos, but 
refers to a set of relations, institutions, values, and practices that main-
tain and enforce certain patterns of relating and behaving.1

Families are neither homogenous nor unvarying, and neither is soci-
ety. Sociologist Bruno Latour has described society— or, as Latour says, 
“the social”— as a trail of historically variable “associations between 
heterogeneous elements.”2 These elements merge into a social order 
through the family as a medium that comes in all kinds of forms and 
shapes. Thus, the family is of crucial importance for the government 
of societies. The government of liberal societies in particular, as I detail 
in the first chapter, is not limited to making and implementing politi-
cal decisions but involves the management of people and things by all 
kinds of means and on multiple levels in order to lead them to a suitable 
end. Thus, good government requires the creation of opportunities and 
shaping the patterns of thought and behavior that are deemed beneficial 
for a society and its wealth and productivity. Families, as the follow-

Martschukat_2p.indd   1 10/14/19   4:10 PM



2 | Introduction

ing chapters argue, are most important for liberal government because 
they interconnect individuals and society. Families are like switchboards 
for who participates in what ways in the social arena, for who occu-
pies which position, for who can claim which rights for themselves, 
for who gains access to what resources and fulfills which tasks. These 
positions, rights, claims, and obligations are negotiated in families as 
well as through families. The position taken by individuals in families 
and of diverse family formations in society shapes their relationship to 
themselves and to others; it regulates their participation in society and 
history.3

In recent decades, historians have shown how our chances for par-
ticipation in society depend on the definition of our sex, the color of 
our skin, where we come from, how old we are, what we believe in, how 
much money we make, or whom we desire and are in love with. The 
power of categories such as gender, race, ethnicity, age, religion, wealth 
and class, and sexual orientation evolves in the lives of individuals 
through family relations— not exclusively, but considerably. It is within 
and through family relations that the power of categories unfolds in the 
shaping of one’s identity, of one’s relations with others, and of one’s place 
in society.4

This is a book about the diversity of the family in American history 
and how, at the same time, a certain kind of family— the nuclear family— 
operated as a powerful regulatory ideal. Since the late eighteenth cen-
tury, the nuclear family of children and parents with specific gender 
roles evolved into the centerpiece of American society (even though as 
a sociological concept the nuclear family was not invented before the 
mid- twentieth century).5 This very specific type of family formation was 
long praised as the ideal and even the “natural” breeding ground for 
the creation of well- working citizens of a liberal society. The space and 
position people could claim in society and their access to its resources 
depended largely on how close their actual living arrangements matched 
the ideal of the nuclear family, and whether they were even deemed ca-
pable of living according to this ideal at all— for instance, depending on 
their race or sexual preference.

As a regulatory ideal, the family with a working father, a stay- at- home 
mother, and children has been remarkably solid over the past two cen-
turies, and part of its power derived from the fact that it was long con-
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sidered the one living arrangement that most closely matched human 
beings’ “natural” inclinations. However, the invocation of the nuclear 
family as natural and deeply rooted in American history very much rep-
resents the invention of a tradition, and, as Stephanie Coontz has ar-
gued, those who actually lived in nuclear families were hardly ever in the 
majority.6 The stubborn persistence of the nuclear family ideal is thus 
countered by the diversity of real life in the American past and present. 
People came together and separated again, sometimes forever, some-
times temporarily; they were single parents or widowed, sought com-
munal living arrangements or other forms of social organization, lived 
with same- sex partners or stayed solo, to name just a few of many more 
options. How common certain living arrangements were very much de-
pended on the specific period and configuration of American history, 
for instance if people were on the move or not, if they lived enslaved or 
in freedom, in war or in peace, and so on. Tensions between the imag-
ined ideal of the nuclear family and the lived reality of family formations 
are at the center of my book. The characters I spotlight in the pages to 
follow are central figures in the dominant narrative of American history, 
yet few lived in a nuclear family constellation.

This is a broad subject that barely fits between the covers of a single 
book, so I have narrowed my focus to the father and explore fatherhood 
in its diverse forms, functions, and relations in the family, society, and 
history. In a book that explores how individuals, families, and society are 
intertwined, the father takes a special position. A father was expected 
to govern himself and his family, in the sense of to support, to provide 
for, and to conduct other family members. A father who lived up to 
these ideals and demands represented the ideal citizen of a well- working 
liberal republic. This ideal of the citizen- father responded to and at the 
same time generated expectations addressed to men and family forma-
tions; it shaped hegemonies and contributed to the marginalization of 
women and those men who were not willing or able to live up the ideal 
or who were not considered to be able to do so from the very beginning.

The following twelve chapters offer varieties and different forms of the 
“father”: father figures, fictional fathers, political fathers, fathers as ideal 
types, as well as flesh- and- blood fathers. As fathers exist only in relation 
to others, I always portray them in their interactions with other men 
(fathers and non- fathers), women and children, people of different color 
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and different faith, indigenous and immigrant, and many others. Some 
chapters are told through the eyes of non- fathers— a bachelor, daugh-
ters, mothers. I show how a particular type of father and a particular 
form of family reigned supreme in American history and society, while 
many different types of fathers and family formations existed. Ameri-
can society makes a multilayered dynamic space in which associations, 
hegemony, and marginalization are constantly called into question and 
reconfigured.7

The first chapter covers the American Revolution and the founding 
of the republic. It also develops the conceptual basis for the remainder 
of the book and thus is the only chapter that is not structured around 
a central character. Rather, by drawing on the political discourse of the 
revolution and Early Republic, it develops the principles of governing in 
a liberal republic and also exposes their imbalances. The second chapter 
approaches the nuclear family in the Early Republic through the coun-
termodel of the religiously and sexually utopian Oneida Community. 
The third chapter looks at fatherhood from the perspective of an en-
slaved father, whose slave narrative portrays him as struggling to live up 
to the demands of nuclear family fatherhood. The fourth chapter covers 
westward expansion through the life of a girl. Motherless, she made the 
trek with her father, but spent large stretches of the journey separated 
from him. The fifth chapter also revolves around separation, that of a 
Confederate soldier from his wife and children during the Civil War. 
Chapters 6 and 7 lead us into urban America at the turn of the twen-
tieth century. One deals with the bachelor as prototypical non- father, 
the YMCA, and the emerging sexual sciences, the other with immigrant 
families and the life of a young Jewish woman from Poland in New York 
City’s Lower East Side. Chapter 8 explores how a certain vision of the 
Native American father became a model for white, middle- class, mod-
ern fathers in early twentieth- century America, who were considered as 
not living up to their paternal role. Chapter 9 covers the Great Depres-
sion and asks what happens to families and society when fathers fail as 
breadwinners. The tenth chapter analyzes how, after World War II, a fic-
tional father from a novel and Hollywood movie, the “Man in the Gray 
Flannel Suit,” managed to epitomize sociological and popular wartime 
discourses. The character both affirmed and challenged the dominant 
model of the nuclear family. Chapters 11 and 12 take the liberation move-
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ments as their point of departure and follow the recent debates about 
African American fatherhood and gay marriage. Chapter 11 takes the 
perspective of a hardworking but disillusioned African American father 
in the Watts neighborhood of Los Angeles in the 1970s, chapter 12 that of 
a lesbian couple in San Francisco in the twenty- first century.

My sources for this history include personal letters, autobiographies, 
and other writings, sociological and other studies, films and interviews, 
to profile a diverse group of individuals from the revolution to the 
twenty- first century, from New England to New York, the Midwest, Cal-
ifornia, and the Deep South. My hope in this book is to show, through 
close observation and synthetic overview, the multiplicity of fatherhood 
and its role in shaping American history and society.
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