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University School of Law. I wish to thank my colleagues, Rey Valencia, Amy Kastely, Emily
Hartigan and Sue Bentch for their support and help, and especially Angela Sanchez for her hard
work. I also want to express my thanks to my father with whom, twenty years after his death, I
have finally come to some peace and understanding. My father, who was born to a rich,
aristocratic, and powerful family, dedicated his professional career to the poor. My father who
was the darling of his sisters and the center of my mother's life, who was catered to and spoiled
until the day of his death, was nonetheless heroic in his practical understanding and daily living
of the "option for the poor." From his youth, when he provided medical care to plantation
workers in southern Mexico, until he died in his mid-seventies, he actively provided medical
care for the marginalized, the powerless and the dominated groups of Mexico and the United
States.
SUMMARY: ... The value of the free white man depended on the extent of his economic empire, and the
status of each family member, including servants, was determined by the value of the man. ...
[*265]
I. Introduction
My husband is fond of saying that I have a different last name from him because I have a different father.
When we were married twenty years ago, I decided not to change my last name, not because of a deep
commitment to feminism or even as a clue to the world that I am Mexican ("Novoa" doesn't carry a great
deal of ethnic recognition). Rather, I kept it as a standard that I carry high enough for my father to see. My
father was an extremely dignified, intelligent, and powerful aristocrat. He was also capable of charm and
wit, which slightly tempered his patrician bearing. He and my mother had three children who survived all
of us women. I do not know how my father felt about not having a son, but when his brother, my uncle,
learned that I had been accepted into law school he laughed. A woman lawyer was inconceivable, and in
his family perhaps even an outrage. I hold my name because I am the product, and yes the standard, of my
ancestors.
II. Family Law
I am a Roman Catholic, Mexican-American woman; a mother and wife; a teacher of Family Law, and a
teacher in a clinical program that serves the homeless. From my perspective as a Catholic who believes and
tries to live the message of justice, as a woman of color who confronts and fights discrimination on an
almost daily basis, as a teacher who hopes to instill a commitment to social respon [*266] sibility, Family
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Law is all askew. Family Law deals with the most intimate and basic personal relationships - children and
parents, wives and husbands, siblings, grandparents - yet it applies a legal process based on autonomous
individual public and private economic rights to those intimate relational realities. Family Law should be
rooted in preserving and protecting intimate relationships, in nurturing the young and the elderly, in
identifying and preserving family stories. Instead, it is rooted in preserving those domestic systems that
created or expanded the economic empire of the "Founding Fathers," the white landed males of the colonial
northeast. n1
In my research last summer, I found that "traditional" family historians assert that family in the United
States is and has always been a nuclear grouping and that "households" are composed only of the
traditional nuclear grouping. Such an assertion ignores the fact that the colonial and post-colonial white
middle-class household was extended by economic relationship, in that the dominant households included
servants, apprentices and slaves. More important, it ignores the multitude of cultural traditions in the
United States, which extend the family by both horizontal and vertical kin relationships. n2 Retention of
the limited and unrepresentative perspective has been excused by historian John Demos as appropriate
because it is the perspective to which all Americans aspire. n3 The excuse assumes first, that all people of
color aspire to be white; second, that they want to adopt the social, political and cultural history of the
Founding Fathers; and, third, that they want to give up their own rich heritage. I do not, and I suspect that
you do not either.
For Latinas(os) the word "immediate" has no applicability to family. For us, family can include anyone
with whom we can identify a common ancestor by blood, marriage, or affinity. Our family extends well
beyond the limits of our cohabitation and our homes are frequently shared by several generations and by
collateral relatives as well. In American law and society, on the other hand, the word "immediate" functions
as a limit to family relationship. For example, the Immigration and Nationality Act n4 defines immediate
family as parents, spouses, and children. Most employers define family, for purposes of sick and
emergency leave, [*267] and for inclusion on medical insurance policies, only as spouses and minor
children. Some now include domestic partners, but not other family members.
n5 The concept of
household, which implies an economic unit, is central in American law, society and family history. The
Spanish language, on the other hand, has no word for household. We have a word for house and home,
words for property and estate, and a word for family, but there is no word for household.
III. American Family History
The economic center in the American northeast in colonial times was the household. The lower classes, of
course, did not form households; instead they frequently lived with their employers, and occasionally
joined together to rent vacant dwellings or temporarily stayed in poor houses. n6 Throughout this colonial
period, "racism had already become a prevalent characteristic... and was expressed in societal acceptance of
disPte treatment of individuals whose color... marked them different from English men and women." n7
For example, in Jamestown, indigenous Americans who came to trade or visit, "were placed under guard,"
and inhabitants were prohibited from speaking "to them without the governor's permission." n8
In contrast, an upper or middle-class man, whether he owned productive land, was a merchant or smith, or
provided other reputable service, had the household as his center. His family was a community of shared
activities in which his wife, children, servants and slaves, contributed to the wealth and success of his
family. Upper and middle-class households consisted of the nuclear family, as well as the children of
friends or relatives who lived in the household temporarily, plus the slaves, indentured servants, other
servants, apprentices, children "bound out" to the man, and occasionally indigents and convicts who were
placed with the family for rehabilitation in exchange for their services. n9 The husband controlled all of
the family wealth and indeed the family and [*268] household itself. From colonial times until the
beginning of the twentieth century, the law recognized the white man as the autonomous owner in family
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and household relationships. n10 Whatever the individual relationship might have been between any man
and his wife, children, servants and slaves, and whether he exercised the power granted to him by the law,
he possessed substantial, if not complete, power over the person and property of his wife, children, servants
and slaves. n11
The value of the free white man depended on the extent of his economic empire, and the status of each
family member, including servants, was determined by the value of the man. He owned the benefit derived
from the work of all those that surrounded him. n12 His wife, children, and slaves labored, without
compensation, toward the success of his enterprise. As members of the household, they shared in his
success, but only to the extent that he used his wealth to improve the family holdings. n13
Any property the wife had owned prior to marriage or earned or acquired during marriage was controlled
by the husband. n14 The Married Women Property Acts had not yet come into existence, consequently all
of the wife's property and all of the value of her personal attributes, including her business acumen
belonged to and benefited her husband. n15
Likewise the primary value of children was in their obedience and their services to the man/owner. n16
Children were an asset; their economic value was greater than the cost to maintain them and their
recognized value was in their potential as helpers and free laborers for their father. Like all other assets, the
services of a child be [*269] longed to the father. n17 The father's rights over the children were complete
even to the exclusion of the mother. n18 Custody in reference to divorce was rare. In fact, when divorce or
sePtion did occur, the children were awarded without question to the father. n19 Additionally, a father
could deny the mother control over her children even after his death by appointing a testamentary guardian.
n20
Family Law was, as it had been in the past - and as it continues to be - rooted in property relationships.
n21 Consequently, Family Law had everything to do with the maintenance of the man as owner n22 and
little to do with personal relationship. n23 For example, Family Law assured the subservience of the wife
to the husband n24 and the obedience of the children to the father, n25 but did not regulate the
relationship between the mother and the children. n26 Furthermore, although Family Law regulated the
relationship between master (a man) and servant, n27 it had little to do with the relationship between the
male servant and his wife. To the extent that it authorized the binding out, or the indenturing of the
children, the law did regulate the relationship between the male servant and his children. n28 [*270]
Family Law, however, had little to do with the families of the poor; in fact, an entirely sePte area of the law
was created to deal with them. n29 Family Law, of course, had nothing to do with slaves, leaving them to
the law governing real estate and chattel. n30
The traditional Family Law perspective has developed from the wants and needs most commonly
associated with powerful men. It does not include the perspective of poor white men. n31 It ignores the
stories of white women and the stories and families of slaves, free blacks, Asian immigrants, the indigenous
peoples sometimes referred to as Native Americans, the indigenous peoples sometimes referred to as
Mexican-Americans, and the poor. It further fails to take into account the legal heritage of the South and
Southwest. n32 In spite of the fact that the United States has grown in area and diversity, the northeastern
colonial perspective continues to underpin most of the basic assumptions in family law.
IV. Patriarchy and Paternalism
In discussing the changes in the family during the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries in England,
Lawrence Stone defines patriarchy in the following way: "the man rides to work on a donkey or mule - if
he goes to work at all - while the wife follows behind on foot with the heavy tools. The husband is legally
and morally free to beat his wife, although not to the point of maiming or murder... A wife serves the
husband and eldest son at the table, but rarely sits down with them." n33
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Ah, here is my family again! I remember my father walking several paces in front of my mother and we
always followed behind her. We always had a servant at home, nonetheless, the meals were as Stone
described. There were no male children in my family by the time that I was born, so meals began with my
father alone at the table. My mother would carefully prepare his plate in the kitchen and bring it in to him.
Once he was served, the rest of us were free to serve ourselves and sit with him. He had his own china
plates that were different from ours and had to be washed by hand because he did not trust the electric
dishwasher.
[*271] England did not conform as fully to the "ideal" form of patriarchy, as did the southern and eastern
Mediterranean countries. n34 However, during the sixteenth century, England experienced a strengthening
of patriarchy and of the importance and power of the father. n35 So, it could be said of our English
colonial and post colonial times that as "long as the family was intact, the common law treated only its
head, the master of master-servant, the guardian of guardian-ward, and the baron of baron-feme." n36 The
father's dominion over his children was viewed as ordained by natural and divine law, n37 the same law
that gave him dominion over animals, land, women and people of color. n38
When I was growing up we had a nighttime ritual. I went first to my father and kissed his hand. Then, I
went to my mother who made the sign of the cross on me, giving me her blessing for the night. I remember
being in Mexico City, at my aunt's house. The father of one of the servants came to visit his daughter
before returning to his native village. When she heard that her father was there, the girl ran to the front of
the house, fell at his feet and kissed his hand. They visited for a short while before he left. I wondered
about that incident because whenever I saw my father after a long visit away, I would kiss his cheek.
Most societies have a clear division of labor based on gender. Except for the care of young children, which
is a female role. Any particular task might be performed by men in one society and women in another.
However, those duties allocated to men generally carry the greatest status. n39 Although there is some
evidence of various societies that are generally egalitarian, there is no evidence of the existence, at any
time, of a matriarchal society. n40 There are "matrilineal societies, where property, rank, office, and group
[*272] membership are inherited through the female line... Even so, in all matrilineal societies for which
adequate descriptions are available, the ultimate headship of households, lineages, and local groups is
usually with men." n41 Certainly in the Judeo-Christian tradition women were not allowed authority or
rights, n42 and in the English tradition, women were "protected" through a legal disability, as were
children and idiots.
It is unclear whether, and to what extent, attributes associated with women are biologically mandated rather
than social or cultural. n43 It is clear that some attributes and some functions have been associated with
women for centuries. n44 It is also clear that in the United States, the cooperative and the competitive
virtues n45 became gender-specific and venue-specific during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries.
n46 Of course, any trait, whether culturally associated with women or men, might be possessed by either;
n47 and in fact, many now believe that women and men are personally most successful when they possess
and are able to express both female and male attributes. n48 Nonetheless, gender identification of
personality attributes, whether natural or imposed, is an integral part of our [*273] history. n49
Additionally, we clearly demonstrate a higher societal value for attributes and functions identified with
men. In writing about American employment, sociologist Debra Renee Kaufman suggests "that the
anticipation of greater participation by women in high-status occupations has resulted in a decline in the
prestige and desirability of these occupations by both males and females. The converse was found in
female-dominated occupations entered by males." n50
American women have moved into the world of business, commerce, law and politics primarily by
exercising those individual talents that society allocated to the public/male sphere; men, for the most part,
have not moved into the sphere of care-givers. n51 Those women who are unwilling to give up the
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traditional role of caregiver are generally rewarded with low status, and if they are sePted from men, a life
style at or below poverty level. n52
[*274]
V. Industrialization and Consumerism
My mother's sister told me that my mother was the first Mexican ever to graduate from the public nursing
school in San Antonio. They both came here, in the early 1920s, from Eagle Pass. My aunt, however, never
finished. She said that it was too hard and that there was too much prejudice. But my mother finished and
went to work as a public health nurse. However, my mother gave up nursing after she married my father. It
was her job to stay at home, care for the house and cater to my father's whims.
With industrialization, work took place in the factory or office and relaxation in the home; men worked,
children played, women cared for others. As Michele Hoffnung stated, "things done outside the home are
for money, inside the home they are for love." n53 Since the care of children and dependent family
members has no public status, and therefore no public value, women provided the care of home, children,
and the elderly and sick, and women were expected to provide for them out of a sense of obligation and
commitment. n54 To become a middle-class wife was to answer a "call" to provide for the common good,
n55 to be unselfish, and to be primarily concerned with the good of others. n56 In the nineteenth century,
young white women sacrificed their own freedom to become wives and mothers. After marriage, many
women from the middle and upper classes, who were unable to give voice to the pressures of maintaining
the moral superiority that was then expected of middle-class wives, suffered from a variety of physical
ailments. n57 As a result, the "ideal" American woman was thought to be delicate by nature. n58 Women
of color and poor women of course were not delicate by nature. They continued to work as domestics, in
the fields, and in the factories. Even today, the concepts of femininity derived from the Cult of Domesticity
are not generally applied to women of color.
n59 Black women are stereotyped as "independent,
competent, [*275] worldly, and tough [while] white women [are]... dependent and infantile." n60 The
competitive traits when applied to black women are not viewed in any positive way, but instead are used to
place "black women outside of any definition of womanhood." n61 Latinas are stereotyped as hot-blooded
temptresses or as domesticated and servile housekeepers. n62 Professor Ontiveros relates that Mexican
women are imported as housekeepers and are then sexually abused and harassed. Partly because of the
Hispanic cultural mores' emphasis on submissiveness, and because our American "society considers
Latinas naturally sexual... often perceived as readily available and accessible for sexual use, with few
recriminations to be faced for abusing them," n63 many of these women have difficulty in seeking and
getting help.
The extreme individualism of powerful white men in the United States existed only in conjunction with the
supportive domesticity and moral superiority of their women. It was only because cooperative traits were
enshrined in their homes, that men were able, during the industrial revolution, to abandon interdependence
and cooperation in the competitive market. n64 During the American colonial period, personal and social
dependent relationships were recognized as an integral part of the lives of all individuals and as an essential
component of communal life. n65 Dependence on, participation in the community, recognition of that
dependence and of the need for participation were the norm. Even after the American revolution, collective
activities continued in the business community, and families [*276] "were expected to work together with
economic and political institutions in a system... that reconciled liberty with duty, self interest with
altruism, and male principles with female ones." n66 Honor, self-reliance and independence were civic
virtues; virtues of the collective community, not of the individual. n67 Soon after the rise of competitive
capitalism, however, the public n68 community began to shed its acceptance of interdependence and
cooperation, traits which become acceptable only among women and the religious community. In order to
promote and advance the free market, competitive market attributes - such as ambition, power, and
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calculation - were liberated from the restraints of communal and cooperative transactions that had
previously existed. The emerging myth of the self-made-man required not only that men succeed, but that
they do so through the use of competitive individualism and self-reliance. n69 The "cult of home" became
a necessary component to the country's growth and development because it allowed people "to release the
full range of aggressive and assertive energies... [and to] still anxiety and ward off guilt about their own
contributions" to the evolving competitive market. n70 Consequently, the competitive virtues became
necessary for successful men in the public sphere, whether market or political, and simultaneously forced
the divestiture of the cooperative virtues from the public and private lives of men. The cooperative virtues,
however, continued to exist, and indeed were required of, and enshrined in women. n71 In other words,
caring emotional relationships were banished from the public arena and made personal. Men experienced
them only in the home, where the woman was held "as hostage to the values that men both cherished and
violated in their daily lives." n72
Using Demos' description of the period, as the home became a refuge, it became a refuge from society, a
refuge from the community. Taking refuge from the community rather than in the community, was a
monumental societal change. Today, the prevalent belief [*277] is still "that it is only within the family
that one can find intimate relationships..." n73 However, cooperative virtues now appear to be retreating
from the home to the individual. n74 While emotional relationships are still conceived as centered in the
home, independence, self-reliance and freedom have retreated to the individual. According to Bellah et al.,
"the present ideology of American individualism has difficulty... justifying why men and women should be
giving to one another at all. Traditionally, women have thought more in terms of relationships than in terms
of isolated individuals. Now we are all supposed to be conscious primarily of our assertive selves." n75
These authors go on to comment on the need to "re-appropriate a language in which we could all, men and
women, see that dependence and independence are deeply related, and that we can be independent persons
without denying that we need one another."
n76 We Americans do not perceive ourselves as an
independent and self-reliant community, or even as independent and self-reliant families or households, but
rather as independent and self-reliant individuals. n77
We are communal beings. Our identity should be firmly rooted in a social network, n78 but American
society interferes with the development or maintenance of such a network. Professor Mary Ann Glendon
writes,
The problem is that, although we have a highly developed linguistic and conceptual apPtus for thinking
about and dealing with individuals, market actors, and the state, we lack adequate concepts to enable us to
consider the social dimensions of human personhood, and the social environments that individual men,
women, and children require in order to flourish. n79
The American myths of independence and self-reliance insist that the worth and identity of an individual
are based on personal and independent achievement. In other words, worth is tied to personal glorification,
not to communal identity. Added to that are the facts that communal virtues are no longer acceptable in the
public sphere and that the worth of the private sphere has shifted to its ability to service the individual
rather than the community.
[*278] Concurrently with the increased privatization of the cooperative virtues, Americans have
developed an excessive preoccupation with self and a cult of consumerism. n80 Industrialization and the
inevitable emergence of the competitive national market required increased consumerism and materialism
for growth. n81 By 1920, consumption was well established and accepted as a necessary, public,
American trait. n82 Both through instilling in the American people a perceived need for luxuries and
through creating constant change, improvement and variety in those products deemed to be necessaries,
new market segments were created. n83 The substitution of need for want, and the requirement of variety
for happiness, in the mind of the American public, occurred through the use of advertising.
n84
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Advertising increased dramatically after the middle of the nineteenth century. n85 Between 1945 and
1960 alone, it increased by 400%.
n86 Since the middle of this century, consumption has been
synonymous with freedom and patriotism. n87 The import of American freedom is contained in consumer
choices. The idealized American liberation from oppression has been actualized as a multiplicity of market
choices, which allows us to gladly "shop "til we drop." As citizens of a mature nation, Americans "have
learned to experience liberation as... the freedom to choose everything at once." n88
Consumerism has driven American society toward increased individualism and narcissism. The American
dream has shifted and now promises that one can become whatever one chooses n89 simply [*279] by
buying the right products. n90 In the first half of this century, consumption was viewed as a vehicle for
satisfying general and communal needs and desires. n91 Advertising was aimed at women and, through
them, at families. Products, such as washers, dryers, stoves and vacuum cleaners were advertised to help
the wife and mother in creating the perfect home-refuge for family members. However, after the 1950s,
market strategists began to "pander to American youth," n92 and by the 1970s, spending became "oriented
more toward personal recreation." n93 The shift from communal needs to personal recreation occurred as
a result of an effort to create additional market demand through a proliferation of market segments. The
shift is not indicative of a decrease in the purchase of washers, dryers, stoves and vacuum cleaners, but
rather of a substantial increase in the purchase of products for individual use. For example, most middle
class families own one washer, dryer, stove and vacuum cleaner, but own a sePte television and stereo
system for each member of the family and sometimes for each room of the house. As a result, consumerism
has become highly individualized and has served to fuel increased isolation. n94
A by-product of the increased individual-consumer culture is the mistaken belief that our personal values
and security depend on the things each of us has yet to acquire, rather than on our relationships with others.
n95 The consumer culture encourages us to belittle the value of others and instead to accept "a world view
in which every thing or person we encounter is evaluated by its ability to satisfy [our] needs or improve
[our] self-images." n96 In her book, On Her Own, Ruth Sidel reports on a systematic evaluation of
fourteen women's magazines, where she found that "virtually everyone pictured is clearly middle class" or
upper middle class, and even more disturbing that some of the magazines "openly disPge the lower [*280]
middle and working classes." She goes on to say that, "among the hundreds of features, viewpoints,
articles, occasional fiction, advice, and how-to columns, there was not one instance of members of the
working class being depicted in a positive light." She found only two magazines (Essence and Ms.) where,
"the well-being of the individual is at all connected with the well-being of the larger group." n97
VI. Strengths of Dominated Groups
The traditional Family Law history views the modern era, starting at the beginning of the twentieth
century, as the time when women moved "up" from the confines of the private sphere into the "egalitarian"
public sphere. Taking seriously the language of freedom and equality in our constitution, champions for the
oppressed have lessened the systemic domination of women that is prevalent among many of the varied
cultural traditions and the official subordination of non-white groups, which was taken for granted at our
inception. n98 The apparent liberation of women and other dominated groups came through the grant of a
series of rights intended to advance us from a position of subservience to one of equality. n99 The
advance is apparent but insufficient. n100 It is insufficient because it [*281] judges the essential equality
of women from the male perspective, n101 and in a Pllel line of thought, the essential equality of people
of color from the white perspective. n102 It completely fails to recognize the intersection of gender and
race/ethnicity. n103 It has sometimes recognized male virtues in women, n104 rather than recognizing
the essential value of female virtues, as expressed by either white women, women of color, or men. n105
Rather than embracing the richness of multiculturalism, it has enshrined a White perspective. n106
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Many "minority" ethnic and racial groups offer to American culture a communal spirit, the American
culture. For example, "Native American tribes subscribe to communal values as the guiding principle for
the laws that govern an individual's conduct... [*282] Tribal societies are built on community or relational
foundations." n107 Similarly, although Mexican immigrants come from a culture that is highly patriarchal
with a strong tradition of overt male strength, they also come from a culture where "maleness" includes free
expression of emotions and of the co-operative virtues. We also bring a strong sense of celebration and
humor with an ability to freely laugh at ourselves. We are fiercely committed to family and have an
inclination to extend the bounds of family to include others. Related to our commitment to family is a
tradition of hospitality and generosity. Unfortunately, the hegemonic n108 process of Americanization
neutralizes these and other communal traits offered by non-dominant groups and threatens the continued
acceptance of the co-operative virtues among all men, among women who participate in the
public/business/professional sphere, and at an increasing rate, among all other women as well.
VII. Conclusion
My father was a doctor who chose to work in the barrios of San Antonio. Sometimes people would appear
at our house with a basket of eggs, a couple of chickens, or a turkey. Eventually I understood that they were
his patients. Every weekday he made hospital rounds in the morning and housecalls in the afternoon.
Sometimes on Sundays I went with him to the barrio, the westside, where he visited the homebound. The
compassion and kindness of his work contrasted poignantly with the cold hierarchical experience in our
home.
My father sent us all to the Catholic school, where I was again confronted with a hierarchical gloss on the
virtues of compassion and justice. Both experiences called out the message of prophetic song. The prophet
speaks justice to power, but is able to do so only after having learned justice by listening to the authentic
voice of the powerless. My father, the patriarch, and my patriarchal Church clearly, but unconsciously,
proclaimed that it is the call of the pilgrim church to infiltrate and humanize institutional structures: as
prophet to confront and challenge power, as priest-mediator to seek solidarity, and as servant-king to
minister to the needs of the marginalized.
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