review articles, they then concluded that
“in summary, the neoconservative posi-
tion [whatever that is] is simply wrong
about the biological basis of observed dif-
ferences in parenting behavior” (p. 400).
To have reached such a conclusion in a
purportedly scientific article, using such
insubstantial evidence, simply takes one’s
breath away.

When the article went on to discuss
human marriage behavior, the use of
evidence shifted from being inadequate
to being simply wrong. Drawing from a
recent report on violence by intimates
(U.S. Department of Justice, 1998), they
found that “murders of women by their
intimate partners decreased by 40% be-
tween 1976 and 1996 (p. 402) and con-
cluded that “as marriage has declined
over the past two decades, so has inti-
mate violence” (p. 402). Thus, in their
minds marriage doesn’t protect women
from domestic violence, as most schol-
ars have concluded, but it actually pro-
motes such violence. Yet what the re-
port actually shows is that the recent
decline has been almost entirely among
Black men; the incidence of intimate
murder of White women by their boy-
friends or other nonmarital intimates has
actually increased.

Similarly, they misinterpreted data
on child abuse from the Third National
Incidence Study of Child Abuse and
Neglect (Sedlack & Broadhurst, 1996)
to make it seem as if the greatest risk to
children is their birth parents. The re-
port found that 78% of children who
suffered maltreatment, both neglect and
abuse, were maltreated by a birth par-
ent, but of course the overwhelming ma-
jority of children live with their birth
parents. What one needs to know is not
the percentage of children but the inci-
dence of abuse—the chances or risk fac-
tor that a child living with a birth parent
will be abused compared with the chanc-
es of abuse for a child living with a
nonrelated parent. That calculation
would come up with an entirely differ-
ent answer and would be in agreement
with what other scholars have found.
After these few misinterpreted citations,
Silverstein and Auerbach (1999) reached
another of their mind-boggling conclu-
sions: “In summary, we do not find any
empirical support that marriage enhanc-
es fathering or that marriage civilizes
men and protects children” (p. 402).

Finally, Silverstein and Auerbach
(1999) turned to the importance of fathers.
It is difficult to overemphasize the care-
lessness of their reading of the research in
this area. In seeking to minimize the im-

portance of fatherhood, they even un-
earthed a study (Engle & Breaux, 1998)
that purported to have found “the po-
tential costs of father presence” (p. 403)
in the home; according to Silverstein
and Auerbach, the study contended that
with resident fathers, “the consumption
of family resources in terms of gam-
bling, purchasing alcohol, cigarettes, or
other nonessential commodities, actual-
ly increased women’s workload and
stress level” (p. 403). What they over-
looked are decades of solid empirical stud-
ies showing that divorce often hurts chil-
dren, that father involvement is greater
for fathers in two-biological-parent fam-
ilies, and that biological fathers are more
involved with their children behaviorally
and emotionally than are nonbiological fa-
thers. Their contention that, in general,
fatherless families may be better for chil-
dren than fathered families has to be
considered one of the most misguided
conclusions ever to issue from the so-
cial sciences.

It is clear that Silverstein and Auer-
bach’s (1999) article was cobbled to-
gether mainly—in the authors’ own
words—*“to create an ideology that de-
fines the father—child bond as indepen-
dent of the father—mother relationship”
(p. 405). 1t is sad, even heartrending,
the lengths to which these authors went
to distort the overwhelming evidence
and undeniable truths about fatherhood
to serve their own agendas. If the Ameri-
can Psychological Association wants to
publish such an ideological piece, fine,
but it should not believe that it is contrib-
uting at the same time to the advance of
social science knowledge—much less
to the interests of our nation’s children.
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Not Quite Right

Martin Daly and Margo Wilson
McMaster University

In “Deconstructing the Essential Father,”
Silverstein and Auerbach (June 1999)
misrepresented what is known about
rates of child abuse at the hands of step-
parents versus genetic parents. They first
asserted that a study we conducted (Daly
& Wilson, 1985) demonstrated only that
children living with stepfathers incurred
elevated rates of abuse, but “could not
specify” (p. 402) the identity of the abus-
ers. They then claimed that research by
Malkin and Lamb (1994) has revealed
that “biological caretakers, in both step-
families and biological families, were more
likely to engage in serious physical abuse
than stepparents. Nonbiological caretak-
ers, in contrast, committed minor abuse”
(p. 402). None of these claims are correct.

The study we conducted (Daly &
Wilson, 1985) indeed focused primarily
on differential risk in relation to house-
hold composition, but it also clearly
demonstrated that stepparents perpetrate
child abuse at substantially higher rates
than do genetic parents. This finding is
not unique: Numerous studies, conduct-
ed in many countries and using many mea-
sures of maltreatment, have shown the
same thing (for reviews, see Daly &
Wilson, 1996, 1999). Malkin and
Lamb’s (1994) article is uninformative
regarding who was more likely to en-
gage in serious physical abuse than
whom, because the analyses consisted
entirely of cross-tabulations within a sam-
ple of abuse cases and did not incorpo-
rate the population-at-large data that
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would be necessary to compute rates. In
fact, rates of abuse by stepparents vastly
exceed abuse rates by genetic parents, for
both severe and relatively minor abuse,
in the data set analyzed by Malkin and
Lamb.

Silverstein and Auerbach’s (1999)
confusion in these matters apparently
derives from an incomprehension of the
concept of rates. They cited evidence
that the absolute numbers of “birth par-
ents” surpass “parent substitutes” among
child abusers, as if this constituted evi-
dence that birth parents are the greater
menace. But of course that is not the impli-
cation, because many more children live
with their birth parents than with parent
substitutes, and the younger the child, the
less likely he or she is to have a stepparent.
Thus, for example, (putative) genetic fa-
thers have been found to outnumber step-
fathers (at least slightly) as perpetrators
of fatal baby batterings in Canada, Great
Britain, Australia, and the United States.
However, babies hardly ever have stepfa-
thers, and in each of these four countries,
the likelihood that a baby living with a
stepfather will be beaten to death by him
has been found to be more than 100 times
greater than the corresponding likelihood
for a baby living with its genetic father.

We (in Daly & Wilson, 1999) noted
that many social scientists seem to find
the fact that stepparents mistreat children
at much higher rates than do genetic par-
ents distasteful, and we suggested that
this distaste has motivated recurrent mis-
representations of the facts. Silverstein and
Auerbach’s (2000) article appears to be a
case in point.
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Children Need Adults,
Not Polemics

Janice D. Yoder,
Melba J. T. Vasquez, and
Phyllis A. Katz
Society for the Psychology of Women,
Division 35 of the American
Psychological Association

Louise B. Silverstein and Carl F. Auerbach
(June 1999) constructed a compelling ar-
gument, integrating a myriad of findings
from cross-species, cross-cultural, and so-
cial science research, questioning widely
accepted but seldom critically analyzed
folk wisdom that claims biological fathers,
within the context of heterosexual mar-
riage, are essential to positive child devel-
opment. They concluded that children in-
deed need at least one (but preferably two)
responsible, consistent caretakers with
whom they maintain a positive emotional
connection. The biological connection of
the child to these caretakers is irrelevant,
as are other relational bonds held by care-
taking adults (e.g., heterosexual marriage,
divorce, gay partnerships). Furthermore,
fathers’ involvement exists on a continu-
um such that fathers residing with their
children are not necessarily involved by
virtue of their proximity nor are separated
fathers necessarily disconnected by virtue
of their distance.

Silverstein and Auerbach (1999) are
keenly aware of the sociopolitical implica-
tions of their argument and carefully drew a
blueprint for social change that is solidly
grounded in the research-based case they
built. They offered three important recom-
mendations: separating fathering from het-
erosexual marriage so that men can play
important roles in children’s lives without
limiting these bonds to biological fathers in
intact marriages; reframing societal institu-
tions so that fathers’ involvement in chil-
dren’s lives is encouraged and valued; and
extending governmental supports to include
all caretaker—child bonds, including nonmar-
ital and nonbiological contexts.

Silverstein and Auerbach (1999) situ-
ated their arguments as counterpoints to
what they called neoconservative ideolo-
gy, building on the propositions common-
ly set forth by this perspective. This is
typical of good science; researchers often
lay out competing theories, derive con-
trary hypotheses, and review the existent
literature to simultaneously debunk one
view and construct a case in support of its
competitor. This is what stimulates scholar-
ly debate, a goal openly espoused by Silver-
stein and Auerbach. The integrity of this

process is undermined, however, when mis-
informed, value-laden, accusatory debate
takes place in the misinformed, nonreviewed
public arena of the media.

The theme that was picked up in the
mainstream media was that fathers are. ir-
relevant (see, e.g., Chavez, 1999; Jacoby,
1999). Nowhere in Silverstein and Auer-
bach’s (1999) article is such a sweeping
oversimplification made. The disclosure
of the authors’ values was used by critics
to undermine the scientific merit of the
work. The underlying assumption on which
such criticism rests is a naive one, namely,
that policy-relevant research can ever be
free of values (Hoshmand, 1999; Hosh-
mand & O’Byrne, 1996; Hoshmand &
Polkinghorne, 1992; Kidder & Fine, 1997;
Prilleltensky, 1997). The myth of value-
free science and the importance of disclos-
ing personal values that influence research
agendas have been widely acknowledged.
More insidiously, dismissing the conclu-
sions of scientists by acting as if their val-
ues render their work hopelessly biased
suggests that only those who share the
values and the methodological stance of
the critics will be considered objective
(Mednick, 1989).

We believe that these strategies ironi-
cally work to further support Silverstein
and Auerbach’s (1999) stated contention
that a “backlash against the gay rights and
feminist movements” (p. 399) undermines
a genuine concern for children. If children
truly do come first, why should a debate
about children’s well being be so threaten-
ing that some attack its forum? Public mud-
slinging cannot, and must not, be an ac-
ceptable response to research-grounded
debate.
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