
Untitled Document

Mr. Claro -- Modern Nonfiction

Reading Selection by Barbara Ehrenreich 
 
Family Values 

 
The writer, feminist, and Socialist Party leader Barbara Ehrenreich (b. 1941) wrote some of her first 
articles and books on the inefficiency and inhumanity of the American health care system. In Complaints 
and Disorders: The Sexual Politics of Sickness (coauthored with Deirdre English, 1973) she critiques 
the unjust and unequal treatment women receive in the medical system. She has written over a dozen 
books, among them The Hearts of Men: American Dreams and the Flight from Commitment (1983), The 
Worst Years of Our Lives: Irreverent Notes from a Decade of Greed (1990), from which "Family 
Values" is taken, and Kipper's Game (1993). Ehrenreich is a contributing editor at the Progressive and 
the Nation, and her essays also appear regularly in magazines as varied as Radical America, Time, 
Vogue, and the New York Times Magazine. Her most recent books are The Snarling Citizen: Essays 
(1995), Blood Rites: Origins and History of the Passions of War (1997), and Nickel and Dimed: On 
(Not) Getting By in America (2001). 

Asked whether she writes in a different voice for the alternative and the mainstream press, Ehrenreich 
replied, "I don't think it's really a different voice.... Obviously I assume more political sympathy for my 
views if I'm writing for Z or the Guardian in England or the Nation than Time, but it might be the exact 
basic argument." She added, "An essay is like a little story, a short story, and I will obsess about what is 
the real point, what are the real connections, a long time before I ever put finger to keyboard."

 
Sometime in the eighties, Americans had a new set of "traditional values" installed. It was part of what 
may someday be known as the "Reagan renovation, that finely balanced mix of cosmetic refinement and 
moral coarseness which brought $200,000 china to the White House dinner table and mayhem to the 
beleaguered peasantry of Central America. All of the new traditions had venerable sources. In 
economics, we borrowed from the Bourbons; in foreign policy, we drew on themes fashioned by the 
nomad warriors of the Eurasian steppes. In spiritual matters, we emulated the braying intolerance of our 
archenemies and esteemed customers, the Shi'ite fundamentalists.

 
A case could be made, of course, for the genuine American provenance of all these new "traditions." 
We've had our own robber barons, military adventures, and certainly more than our share of enterprising 
evangelists promoting ignorance and parochialism as a state of grace. From the vantage point of the 
continent's original residents, or, for example, the captive African laborers who made America a great 
agricultural power, our "traditional values" have always been bigotry, greed, and belligerence, buttressed 
by wanton appeals to a God of love.
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The kindest-though from some angles most perverse- of the era's new values was "family." I could have 
lived with "flag" and "faith" as neotraditional values - not happily, but I could have managed - until 
"family" was press-ganged into joining them. Throughout the eighties, the winning political faction has 
been aggressively "profamily." They have invoked "the family" when they trample on the rights of those 
who hold actual families together, that is, women. They have used it to justify racial segregation and the 
formation of white-only, "Christian" schools. And they have brought it out, along with flag and faith, to 
silence any voices they found obscene, offensive, disturbing, or merely different.

 
Now, I come from a family-was raised in one, in fact-and one salubrious effect of right-wing 
righteousness has been to make me hew ever more firmly to the traditional values of my own 
progenitors. These were not people who could be accused of questionable politics or ethnicity. Nor were 
they members of the "liberal elite" so hated by our current conservative elite. They were blue-eyed, 
Scotch-Irish Democrats. They were small farmers, railroad workers, miners, shopkeepers, and migrant 
farm workers. In short, they fit the stereotype of "real" Americans; and their values, no matter how 
unpopular among today's opinion-shapers, are part of America's tradition, too. To my mind, of course, 
the finest part.

 
But let me introduce some of my family, beginning with my father, who was, along with my mother, the 
ultimate source of much of my radicalism, feminism, and, by the standards of the eighties, all-around 
bad attitude.

 
One of the first questions in a test of mental competency is "Who is the president of the United States?" 
Even deep into the indignities of Alzheimer's disease, my father always did well on that one. His blue 
eyes would widen incredulously, surprised at the neurologist's ignorance, then he would snort in 
majestic indignation, "Reagan, that dumb son of a bitch." It seemed to me a good deal--two people tested 
for the price of one.

 
Like so many of the Alzheimer's patients he came to know, my father enjoyed watching the president on 
television. Most programming left him impassive, but when the old codger came on, his little eyes 
twinkling piggishly above the disciplined sincerity of his lower face, my father would lean forward and 
commence a wickedly delighted cackle. I think he was prepared, more than the rest of us, to get the joke.

 
But the funniest thing was Ollie North. For an ailing man, my father did a fine parody. He would slap his 
hand over his heart, stare rigidly at attention, and pronounce, in his deepest bass rumble, "God Bless Am-
arica!" I'm sure he couldn't follow North's testimony-who can honestly say that they did? - but the main 
themes were clear enough in pantomime: the watery-eyed patriotism, the extravagant self-pity, the 
touching servility toward higher-ranking males. When I told my father that many people considered 
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North a hero, a representative of the finest American traditions, he scowled and swatted at the air. Ollie 
North was the kind of man my father had warned me about, many years ago, when my father was the 
smartest man on earth.

 
My father had started out as a copper miner in Butte, Montana, a tiny mountain city famed for its bars, 
its brawls, and its distinctly unservile work force. In his view, which remained eagle-sharp even after a 
stint of higher education, there were only a few major categories of human beings. There were "phonies" 
and "decent" people, the latter group having hardly any well-known representative outside of Franklin 
Delano Roosevelt and John L. Lewis, the militant and brilliantly eloquent leader of the miners' union. 
"Phonies" however, were rampant, and, for reasons I would not understand until later in life, could be 
found clustered especially thick in the vicinity of money or power.

 
Well before he taught me other useful things, like how to distinguish 10 fool's gold, or iron pyrite, from 
the real thing, he gave me some tips on the detection of phonies. For one thing, they broadened the e in 
"America" to a reverent ahh. They were the first to leap from their seats at the playing of "The Star 
Spangled Banner," the most visibly moved participants in any prayer. They espoused clean living and 
admired war. They preached hard work and paid for it with nickels and dimes. They loved their country 
above all, but despised the low-paid and usually invisible men and women who built it, fed it, and kept it 
running.

 
Two other important categories figured in my father's scheme of things. There were dumb people and 
smart ones: a distinction which had nothing to do with class or formal education, the dumb being simply 
all those who were taken in by the phonies. In his view, dumbness was rampant, and seemed to increase 
in proportion to the distance from Butte, where at least a certain hard-bodied irreverence leavened the 
atmosphere. The best prophylactic was to study and learn all you could, however you could, and, as he 
adjured me over and over: always ask why.

 
Finally, there were the rich and the poor. While poverty was not seen as an automatic virtue - my parents 
struggled mightily to escape it- wealth always carried a presumption of malfeasance. I was instructed 
that, in the presence of the rich, it was wise to keep one's hand on one's wallet. "Well," my father fairly 
growled, "how do you think they got their money in the first place?"

 
It was my mother who translated these lessons into practical politics. A miner's daughter herself, she 
offered two overarching rules for comportment: never vote Republican and never cross a union picket 
line. The pinnacle of her activist career came in 1964, when she attended the Democratic Convention as 
an alternate delegate and joined the sit-in staged by civil rights leaders and the Mississippi Freedom 
Democratic Party. This was not the action of a "guilt-ridden" white liberal. She classified racial 
prejudice along with superstition and other manifestations of backward thinking, like organized religion 
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and overcooked vegetables. The worst thing she could find to say about a certain in-law was that he was 
a Republican and a churchgoer, though when I investigated these charges later in life, I was relieved to 
find them baseless.

 
My mother and father, it should be explained, were hardly rebels. The values they imparted to me had 
been "traditional" for at least a generation before my parents came along. According to my father, the 
first great steps out of mental passivity had been taken by his maternal grandparents, John Howes and 
Mamie O'Laughlin Howes, sometime late in the last century. You might think their rebellions small 
stuff, but they provided our family with its "myth of origins" and a certain standard to uphold.

 
I knew little about Mamie O'Laughlin except that she was raised as a 15 Catholic and ended up in 
western Montana sometime in the 1880s. Her father, very likely, was one of those itinerant breadwinners 
who went west to prospect and settled for mining. At any rate, the story begins when her father lay 
dying, and Mamie dutifully sent to the next town for a priest. The message came back that the priest 
would come only if twenty-five dollars was sent in advance. This being the West at its wildest, he may 
have been justified in avoiding house calls. But not in the price, which was probably more cash than my 
great-grandmother had ever had at one time. It was on account of its greed that the church lost the souls 
of Mamie O'Laughlin and all of her descendents, right down to the present time. Futhermore, whether 
out of filial deference or natural intelligence, most of us have continued to avoid organized religion, 
secret societies, astrology, and New Age adventures in spiritualism.

 
As the story continues, Mamie O'Laughlin herself lay dying a few years later. She was only thirty-one, 
the mother of three small children, one of them an infant whose birth, apparently, led to a mortal attack 
of pneumonia. This time, a priest appeared unsummoned. Because she was too weak to hold the crucifix, 
he placed it on her chest and proceeded to administer the last rites. But Mamie was not dead yet. She 
pulled herself together at the last moment, flung the crucifix across the room, fell back, and died.

 
This was my great-grandmother. Her husband, John Howes, is a figure of folkloric proportions in my 
memory, well known in Butte many decades ago as a powerful miner and a lethal fighter. There are 
many stories about John Howes, all of which point to a profound inability to accept authority in any of 
its manifestations, earthly or divine. As a young miner, for example, he caught the eye of the mine 
owner for his skill at handling horses. The boss promoted him to an aboveground driving job, which was 
a great career leap for the time. Then the boss committed a foolish and arrogant error. He asked John to 
break in a team of horses for his wife's carriage. Most people would probably be flattered by such a 
request, but not in Butte, and certainly not John Howes. He declared that he was no man's servant, and 
quit on the spot.

 
Like his own wife, John Howes was an atheist or, as they more likely put it at the time, a freethinker. 
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He, too, had been raised as a Catholic- on a farm in Ontario - and he, too, had had a dramatic, though 
somehow less glorious, falling out with the local clergy. According to legend, he once abused his 
position as an altar boy by urinating, covertly of course, in the holy water. This so enhanced his 
enjoyment of the Easter communion service that he could not resist letting a few friends in on the secret. 
Soon the priest found out and young John was defrocked as an altar boy and condemned to eternal 
damnation.

 
The full weight of this transgression hit a few years later, when he became engaged to a local woman. 
The priest refused to marry them and forbade the young woman to marry John anywhere, on pain of 
excommunication. There was nothing to db but head west for the Rockies, but not before settling his 
score with the church. According to legend, John's last act in Ontario was to drag the priest down from 
his pulpit and slug him, with his brother, presumably, holding the scandalized congregation at bay.

 
I have often wondered whether my great-grandfather was caught up in the radicalism of Butte in its 
heyday: whether he was an admirer of Joe Hill, Big Bill Haywood, or Mary "Mother" Jones, all of 
whom passed through Butte to agitate, and generally left with the Pinkertons on their tails. But the 
record is silent on this point. All I know is one last story about him, which was told often enough to have 
the ring of another "traditional value."

 
According to my father, John Howes worked on and off in the mines after his children were grown, 
eventually saving enough to buy a small plot of land and retire to farming. This was his dream, anyway, 
and a powerful one it must have been for a man who had spent so much of his life underground in the 
dark. So he loaded up a horse-drawn cart with all his money and belongings and headed downhill, 
toward Montana's eastern plains. But along the way he came to an Indian woman walking with a baby in 
her arms. He offered her a lift and ascertained, pretty easily, that she was destitute. So he gave her his 
money, all of it, turned the horse around, and went back to the mines.

 
Far be it from me to interpret this gesture for my great-grandfather, whom I knew only as a whiskery, 
sweat-smelling, but straight-backed old man in his eighties. Perhaps he was enacting his own 
uncompromising version of Christian virtue, even atoning a little for his youthful offenses to the faithful. 
But at another level I like to think that this was one more gesture of defiance of the mine owners who 
doled out their own dollars so grudgingly - a way of saying, perhaps, that whatever they had to offer, he 
didn't really need all that much.

 
So these were the values, sanctified by tradition and family loyalty, that I brought with me to adulthood. 
Through much of my growing-up, I thought of them as some mutant strain of Americanism, an 
idiosyncracy which seemed to grow rarer as we clambered into the middle class. Only in the sixties did I 
begin to learn that my family's militant skepticism and oddball rebelliousness were part of a much larger 
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stream of American dissent. I discovered feminism, the antiwar movement, the civil rights movement. I 
learned that millions of Americans, before me and around me, were "smart" enough, in my father's 
terms, to have asked "Why?" -and, beyond that, the far more radical question, "Why not?"

These are also the values I brought into the Reagan-Bush era, when all the dangers I had been alerted to 
as a child were suddenly realized. The "phonies" came to power on the strength, aptly enough, of a 
professional actor's finest performance. The~'dumb" were being led and abetted by low-life preachers 
and intellectuals with expensively squandered educations. And the rich, as my father predicted, used the 
occasion to dip deep into the wallets of the desperate and the distracted.

 
It's been hard times for a traditionalist of my persuasion. Long-standing moral values - usually claimed 
as "Judeo-Christian" but actually of much broader lineage - were summarily tossed, along with most 
familiar forms of logic. We were told, at one time or another, by the president or his henchpersons, that 
trees cause pollution, that welfare causes poverty, and that a bomber designed for mass destruction may 
be aptly named the Peacemaker. "Terrorism" replaced missing children to become our national bugaboo 
and-simultaneously-one of our most potent instruments of foreign policy. At home, the poor and the 
middle class were shaken down, and their loose change funneled blithely upwards to the already overfed.

 
Greed, the ancient lubricant of commerce, was declared a wholesome stimulant. Nancy Reagan observed 
the deep recession of '82 and '83 by redecorating the White House, and continued with this Marie 
Antoinette theme while advising the underprivileged, the alienated, and the addicted to "say no." Young 
people, mindful of their elders' Wall Street capers, abandoned the study of useful things for finance 
banking and other occupations derived, ultimately, from three-card monte. While the poor donned 
plastic outerware and cardboard coverings, the affluent ran nearly naked through the streets, working off 
power meals of goat cheese, walnut oil, and cr~me fraiche.

 
Religion, which even I had hoped would provide a calming influence and reminder of mortal folly, 
decided to join the fun. In an upsurge of piety, millions of Americans threw their souls and their savings 
into evangelical empires designed on the principle of pyramid scams. Even the sleazy downfall of our 
telemessiahs - caught masturbating in the company of ten-dollar prostitutes or fornicating in their 
Christian theme parks - did not discourage the faithful. The unhappily pregnant were mobbed as "baby-
killers"; sexual nonconformists - gay and lesbian -were denounced as "child molesters"; atheists found 
themselves lumped with "Satanists," Communists, and consumers of human flesh.

 
Yet somehow, despite it all, a trickle of dissent continued. There were homeless people who refused to 
be shelved in mental hospitals for the crime of poverty, strikers who refused to join the celebration of 
unions in faraway countries and scabs at home, women who insisted that their lives be valued above 
those of accidental embryos, parents who packed up their babies and marched for peace, students who 
protested the ongoing inversion of normal, nursery-school-level values in the name of a more habitable 
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world.

 
I am proud to add my voice to all these. For dissent is also a "traditional value," and in a republic 
founded by revolution, a more deeply native one than smug-faced conservatism can ever be. Feminism 
was practically invented here, and ought to be regarded as one of our proudest exports to the world. 
Likewise, it hckles my sense of patriotism that Third World insurgents have often borrowed the ideas of 
our own African-American movement. And in what ought to be a source of shame to some and pride to 
others, our history of labor struggle is one of the hardest-fought and bloodiest in the world.

 
No matter that patriotism is too often the refuge of scoundrels. Dissent, rebellion, and all-around hell-
raising remain the true duty of patriots. 
 
 
 
The Reader's Presence

1. Do you believe, with Ehrenreich, that different periods in American history have carried different 
social values? Why or why not? What is your impression of the 1980s, and what sources have you 
derived it from? How does Ehrenreich characterize the 1980s? What elements of 198 Os culture does 
she recall in supporting her claims? 
2. One catch phrase frequently heard during Ehrenreich's radical college years was "the personal is 
political." In what ways were Ehrenreich's father's personal principles political, in her view? How does 
Ehrenreich's use of her father as a model make the personal political and the political personal? Does 
this intermingling of the personal and the political undermine or enhance her larger argument? Why? 
3. Ehrenreich uses her own impressions and experience as evidence in her argument. How might the 
essay read if it were argued in more objective terms (historical facts, statistics, etc.)? What sorts of 
examples does she use to make her point? Can you think of examples contrary to hers 
(counterexamples)? Contrast the type of evidence used by Ehrenreich with that used by Calvin Trillin 
("A Traditional Family," page 561).
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