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P ersonal values and social policies
influence the arrangements family
members make regarding how par-

ticipation in paid work and domestic activ-
ities are apportioned. Discussions of
‘choice’, albeit limited to women’s prefer-
ences and decisions about workforce par-
ticipation, intersect with political debates
about the provision of child care, family
allowances and tax initiatives. This nexus
between the private realm of the family and
the public policy arena is at the centre of
The Double Life of the Family: Myth, Hope
and Experience.

In their book, Michael Bittman and
Jocelyn Pixley propose an explanation for
the perceived contradictions in modern
family life between expectations of inti-
macy and equality and the reality of
inequality between men and women’s
income earning and family caring roles.
The authors argue that the myth of mod-
ern marriage is the belief that marriage is
a union based on intimacy, affection, altru-
ism and equality, while the reality is that
it is a relationship founded on an unequal
economic contract with its concomitant
imbalance of power. 

The inherent inequalities within family
life are represented by ‘the invisible world
of hard labour’– the unpaid labour per-
formed by women of cleaning, laundry,
cooking, child and elder care. Such division
of labour, the authors suggest, is a contem-
porary version of ‘the old systems of servi-
tude where women waited on men’ (p.85).  

Familiar and more recondite references
from mythology, psychology, history, soci-
ology, political theory and television sit-
coms are drawn upon to illustrate this
darker side of family life – the location of
female subordination to male domination,
sexual abuse, child abuse, domestic vio-
lence, depression and female poverty.

According to the authors, this ‘double
life’ of the family rests squarely on the para-
dox that ‘domestic work remains women’s
responsibility even though most people
believe that housework should be shared’
(p.145). They query why, given ‘a broad
subscription to the “new” values of gender
equity, there is continued evidence that in
the practical world of family life, the “tra-
ditional” sexual division of labour in the
allocation of time and tasks has shown vir-
tually no change at all’. The major question
posed by the authors appears to be: ‘How
is a phenomenon of simultaneous con-
formity to the discourse of egalitarian val-
ues and to these inequitable practices to
be explained?’ (p.146). 

To address these issues, the authors
present a plethora of statistical data on time
use – how many minutes and hours a day
men and women spend on child caring
and domestic chores – as well as calculations
on the contribution of such labour if incor-
porated into the Gross National Product.

Bittman and Pixley present a well artic-
ulated argument describing the negative
consequences to individual family mem-
bers, and society at large, of the way
unpaid work (particularly the care of chil-
dren) is socially organised within the con-
text of the privatisation of the family.

They further argue that, in effect, the
development of modern labour markets
devalues children, and therefore the con-
tribution of those who provide their care
– the root cause of inequality within fam-
ilies. As long as family obligations are
considered as a market liability by employ-
ers in an economic and labour environ-
ment, where the ideal employee is one that
is always available and not torn between
conflicting responsibilities, then women
who provide the caring will continue to be
disadvantaged at work and at home. In
other words, women are denied full citi-
zenry in a society where only market val-
ues are held in esteem. The authors appear
to give less attention to the fact that if men
take on equal caring responsibilities, sim-
ilar consequences will apply. 

The preference of women to care for
children at home when they are young and
to work part-time when they return to
work, and the entrenched reluctance of
men to embrace household chores, is well
documented. Despite the authors’ obvious
wishes to the contrary, there is little Aus-
tralian evidence that the majority of men
are dissatisfied with their primary bread-
winner role nor women, in the main, with
their secondary income earning role and
greater share of family caring (see
Dempsey, elsewhere in this issue; Wolcott
and Glezer 1995; Baxter and Western
1997). This should not be interpreted,
however, to mean that men do not want to
have more time with their families than
often long working hours currently deny
to them. The authors raise the possible
need for social engineering interventions
to change both men’s and women’s atti-
tudes and behaviours to achieve more
equal sharing of income earning and fam-
ily responsibilities.

Whether maintaining these values is a
viable option in an economic climate of
increasing unemployment and low-wage
job creation is another issue. In this con-

text, the relationship between family 
policy as economic policy is elegantly
constructed in this book.

The only way inequalities will be erad-
icated, according to the authors, is when
society recognises the value of children as
a ‘public good’ to the future of the com-
munity as employees and citizens. What
they require and advocate is the public pro-
vision of child care, some form of an
income during the intense child rearing
years that can be credited toward the
retirement years, and the availability of flex-
ible working arrangements and parental
leave to enable time with family. 

Bittman and Pixley make various sug-
gestions about how to implement these
policies and practices, but they leave as
many questions as answers. These are
clearly the ‘too-hard basket’ issues to
unpack in a field of global economic
restructuring whose effects are felt at the
national as well as personal level. 

The Double Life of the Family provides a
historical, theoretical, and statistical review
to document the gendered behaviours that
continue to define contemporary family
life. The book’s weakness is that much of
this goes over old ground to anyone with
an elementary awareness of feminist theory
and criticism or more a general understand-
ing of the history and consequences of
family law on marriage and sex discrimina-
tion in employment and education. Its
strength is in relating these events and fig-
ures to the concept of the ‘public good’ as
the essential means of shifting the balance
from an economic rationalist approach to a
humanistic perspective of personal, family
and community relationships. 
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I n Australia today, difficulties experi-
enced by young people due to chang-
ing economic circumstances are often

expressed in terms of the proportion of
young people in the labour market not in
full-time employment.

While official statistics are an important
indicator of the impact economic forces
have on opportunities for employment,
they do not capture the extent to which
young people access income outside the
formal system in order to make ends meet.
Nor is it possible to understand the life
experiences and opportunities available to
young people living under economic 
hardship through consideration of unem-
ployment figures alone.

The recent Australian Youth Foundation
publication Any Which Way You Can is a
descriptive report of what young people
themselves, and the youth and community
workers in direct contact with them, are
saying about: how financial pressures influ-
ence the ways in which young people
access income; the community resources
available to them; and how they use their
time and space.

The book represents an important ini-
tial phase in the reporting of findings from
a major research project undertaken by
researchers from the University of Mel-
bourne on the problems confronting ado-
lescents and young adults. Four hundred
young people under 18 years of age, and
a second group of 150 young people
between 18 and 25 years of age, comprised
the study sample, although the majority 
of those interviewed were 15 or 16 years
old. Interviewees were recruited from six
municipalities in the Melbourne metro-
politan area, all of which have experi-
enced significant economic and/or
demographic changes in recent years. A
further 50 workers from targeted non-
government agencies across the six local
council areas also participated in the inter-
view component of the research. 

Despite acknowledged difficulty in
accessing certain groups of young people,
effort was made to obtain as meaningful
and representative a study sample as pos-
sible. Analysis of the study population
revealed ethnic diversity, an even gender
split, and variation across several social
characteristics. The participation of young

people who rarely have an opportunity to
voice their opinions about circumstances
which affect their lives is a unique and
important feature of the investigation. 
The strength of the book lies in their 
compelling narratives. 

The authors use the interview material
to explore a number of themes concern-
ing the social and economic circum-
stances of young people living under
economic hardship. By introducing each
topic area under analysis with a statement
of the rights children should ideally pos-
sess, they set up a disturbing contrast
between young people’s actual circum-
stances and the life opportunities neces-
sary to secure their long-term wellbeing
into adulthood. 

The authors provide a picture of young
people’s different experiences in the work-
place, their perceptions of sources of
income available to them, and how they
utilise their time and space, by reporting
responses to the main categories of ques-
tions as frequencies. Direct quotes are
used to elucidate these findings. 

The investigation into income sources
available to young people revealed that
many of them felt there was little oppor-
tunity for paid work in their area. One
young person’s perception of the avail-
ability of work was summarised thus:

“There’s not a lot of places that set out to
employ young people, there’s no-one
except for the fast food chains and they
only want you ‘cos you’re a cheap labour.
They’re just using you – as soon as you’re
too old they’ll get rid of ya, they’ll find a
problem with ya.”

A series of different types of work-
related exploitation were also identified in
the analysis. The following account is one
of many experiences of exploitation in
the workplace described in the report:

“I got the job because my god sister was chef
there. She left ‘cos the kitchen was too small
and so the company actually chucked me
out and said ‘we’re making you redun-
dant’ and didn’t give me any payment or
anything and I did sign the form and I did
read through it and it said we can’t sack
you unless you do one of the following
things and I never did any of them.”

Many young people cited participation
in an informal waged system, dependency
on family, welfare and education pay-
ments and illegal activity (commonly drug
dealing) as strategies they employed to
get by economically. Many accounts of
the ways in which young people raise
financial resources were reported, for
example:

“Most of the people I know who deal drugs
don’t actually use them themselves. Like
now I know people who do use the drugs but
a lot of people who are doing it now are
only doing it for the money. Like I know 
people who do it to pay for their rent and
stuff so they just have to.”

While the authors acknowledge that
the opinions and experiences recounted in
the report cannot strictly be interpreted
beyond the young people who were inter-
viewed, it is likely that other socially, polit-
ically and economically marginalised youth
may share the same difficulties as those
experienced by the respondents.

Any Which Way You Can is essential
reading for anyone interested in discussion
and debate on the status of Australian
young people, or committed to the stim-
ulation or implementation of research and
reform aimed and improving their current
prospects.

The descriptions provided in this book
illustrate how we, as a society, are failing
some our most vulnerable members, and
the ways in which young people act in
order to fulfil their needs. It should prompt
further, fine-grained analysis of the impact
of economic policy and changing eco-
nomic circumstances on the lives of Aus-
tralian young people, and should ultimately
lead to more enlightened ways of respond-
ing to them. 
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