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 The Rhetoric of Rights and Needs: Moral
 Discourse in the Reform of Child

 Custody and Child Support Laws*

 SCOTT COLTRANE, University of California, Riverside
 NEAL HICKMAN, University of California, Riverside

 Laws regulating the postdivorce custody and support of minor children underwent major changes during
 the 1980s. This paper uses the social constructionist approach to analyze the claims making of fathers' rights
 groups promoting state joint custody preference statutes and mothers'groups promoting strict federal child sup-

 port enforcement. Although directly opposed to each others' reforms, both groups used rhetorical strategies that
 included horror stories, numeric estimates, and an implied societal consensus. Interviews with leading activists

 indicate that private troubles were transformed into public issues via personal initiative and symbolic representa-

 tion. Child custody and support reforms were likely to be adopted if they were incremental, attracted little media

 attention, and were consistent with professional concerns and prevailing ideologies.

 Casting their personal troubles as pressing social problems, grass-roots parent activists
 participated in a radical transformation of child custody and child support laws during the
 1980s. Because social problems are constituted by individuals and groups asserting grievances
 and making claims about putative social conditions (Spector and Kitsuse 1973, 1987), rhetoric
 concerning the postdivorce plight of children influenced the legislative process. Debates
 about custody and support were framed by fathers' rights groups using a rhetoric of entitle-
 ment and mothers' groups using a rhetoric of loss or endangerment (Ibarra and Kitsuse forth-
 coming). In this paper, we explore how the moral discourse of these competing groups
 contributed to the reform of laws governing postdivorce parent-child relationships.

 Our interest in the social construction of child custody and child support as social
 problems stems from a desire to understand how social movement participants morally and
 cognitively legitimate their interests using ideological and symbolic processes. Like Gusfield
 (1989) and Edelman (1988), we believe that language used by claims makers presupposes cer-
 tain "solutions" and reinforces specific ideologies. We are interested in how advocacy groups
 define various issues by invoking "injustice frames" and how opposition groups mobilize sup-
 port for legislative change (Gamson 1985). Accordingly, we examine how claims makers typi-
 fied child custody and child support injustices by recounting horror stories, citing huge
 numbers, and invoking moral responsibility. Ultimately, our aim is to gain insight into why
 certain types of rhetorical claims are favorably received.

 Insightful social constructionist analyses of this type have been conducted for social
 problems such as "wife abuse" (Loeske 1987; Loeske and Cahill 1984; Tierney 1982); "child
 abuse" (Johnson 1989; Pfohl 1977); "missing children" (Best 1987, 1989); "elder abuse" (Bau-
 mann 1989); and "drunk driving" (Gusfield 1981; Reinarman 1988). Yet, these analyses all
 missed something important because they examined social problems over which there was
 little organized opposition. Advocacy groups making claims about issues like child abuse
 argued with public agencies about the nature and extent of the problem, but were rarely

 * Funding for this project was provided by the Regents of the University of California and the Center for Social
 and Behavioral Science Research at the University of California, Riverside. We thank Charles Sherer for research assist-
 ance and Social Problems reviewers for helpful comments on an earlier draft. Correspondence to: Coltrane, Department of
 Sociology, University of California, Riverside, CA 92521-0419.
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 opposed directly. In fact, the lack of organized opposition aided the reformers' cause by al-
 lowing them to define the problem in their own terms and to advance claims in the form of
 uncontested moral imperatives. The natural history of child custody and support as a social
 problem reflects processes that are similar to those described for child abuse or missing chil-
 dren, but the fundamentally adversarial nature of the claims requires that we examine two
 sets of rhetorical and political strategies. Documenting the claims making of a small-scale fa-
 thers' rights movement and a mothers' countermovement will provide insight into how dis-
 cursive practices on opposite sides of an issue converge and diverge.

 After describing our analytical strategy, we present a brief history of changes in laws
 governing child custody and child support, paying particular attention to the state of Califor-
 nia, where some of the most significant custody reforms were first adopted. We then discuss
 the importance of gender to custody and support issues and describe how the personal trou-
 bles of divorced mothers and fathers became public issues. We examine the rhetoric and
 symbolism of claims makers by analyzing typical horror stories and numeric estimates from
 prominent mothers' and fathers' groups. Finally, we discuss the social context for custody and
 support reform, suggest reasons for the success of specific proposals, and close with a summary
 discussion of the transformation of personal troubles into social problems.

 Analytical Strategy

 Our research includes an examination of the scholarly literature on custody and support
 written by sociologists, psychologists, and social workers, and articles by judges, attorneys,
 and court mediators on the adjudication of divorce and the welfare of minor children. To
 obtain public accounts and claims, we reviewed newspapers, magazines, television program-
 ming, official statistics, congressional hearings, and state commission testimony and reports.
 Media attention cycles were assessed using the Reader's Guide to Periodical Literature and the Los
 Angeles Times Index. We wrote to fathers' and mothers' groups for newsletters, press releases,
 pamphlets, campaign literature, self-help manuals, position papers, reports, and books, and
 conducted a series of interviews with leaders of eight prominent advocacy groups in southern
 California.' The interviews were tape-recorded, transcribed, and coded using constant com-
 parative techniques (Glaser and Strauss 1967).

 A Brief History of Child Custody and Child Support Laws

 English common law, which provided the basis for U.S. law, stipulated that fathers had a
 natural right to custody of their children, whereas mothers' rights were limited to their chil-
 dren's reverence and respect. Divorce was rare in the early history of the United States, but
 when it occurred, children went with fathers. During the nineteenth century, fathers' abso-
 lute rights to child custody were modified in most states, and preference was given to mothers
 if children were under seven years of age. By the twentieth century, the so-called "tender-
 years doctrine" was firmly established, whereby maternal custody was routinely awarded
 unless mothers were found to be unfit (Walters and Elam 1985). Over time, as divorce became
 more common, the custody presumption in favor of mothers weakened, and courts began to

 1. Interviews were conducted in 1989 and 1990 with representatives of: California National Organization for Wo-
 men (NOW), Children Under Shared Parenting (CUSP), Single Parents United 'N Kids (SPUNK), United Fathers of
 America (UFA), Fathers of America (FOA), Fathers Demanding Equal Justice (FDEJ), Equality Nationwide for Unwed
 Fathers (ENUF), and the Joint Custody Association (JCA). Quotes from custody and support activists are from transcribed
 interviews unless otherwise noted.
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 rely on tests of "the best interests of the child," instituted through statute or via judicial deci-
 sion (Girdner 1986). By the end of the 1970s, thirteen states had "desexed" custody laws and
 most had enacted statutes that specifically rejected the tender-years doctrine, though children
 continued to be awarded to mothers in over 90 percent of divorce cases (Walters and Chap-
 man 1991).

 Until the 1970s, most state laws governing domestic relations were written to preserve
 lifelong marriages and to restrict divorce to situations in which one spouse committed a seri-
 ous marital offense such as adultery, cruelty, or desertion. Following California's lead, in most
 states over the decade, fault-based divorce laws were gradually replaced by no-fault laws that
 referred to incompatible needs or irreconcilable differences (for reviews, see Jacob 1988; Kay
 1987; Weitzman 1985). These reforms shifted the focus of the legal divorce process from
 moral questions of fault and responsibility to practical questions of property division, eco-
 nomic support, and children's ongoing needs. Because sole maternal custody continued to be
 granted in the vast majority of cases, a dramatic increase in the divorce rate was accompanied
 by a rapid increase in the number of divorced women and children suffering economic hard-
 ship (Arendell 1986; Duncan and Hoffman 1985; Weitzman 1985). In the 1970s, policymakers
 began to direct some attention to enforcement of financial support orders, but such efforts
 were largely ineffective (Scheule 1988-89; Walters and Elam 1985).

 In the 1980s, a new postdivorce ideal emerged, focusing on children's "need" for continu-
 ing close relationships with both parents. This ideal, championed by the fathers' rights move-
 ment, became institutionalized in joint custody statutes. In 1979, only five states had joint
 custody statutes, but by 1988, 34 states had adopted some form of joint custody (Ferreiro 1990;
 Folberg 1984; Freed and Walker 1986). Joint custody statutes are of three basic types. Option
 statutes explicitly grant judges the authority to order joint custody following divorce. Prefer-
 ence statutes mandate the court to give joint custody first consideration among custody op-
 tions. Presumption statutes go one step further by presuming that joint custody is in the best
 interests of the child unless otherwise rebutted by sufficient evidence (Folberg 1984; Schul-
 man and Pitt 1982). Presumption and preference statutes typically declare that the state's
 public policy is to assure children frequent and continuing contact with both parents after a
 divorce, and encourage parents to share the rights and responsibilities of caring for their chil-
 dren (Ferreiro 1990). California was the first state to enact a child custody law that explicitly
 presumed that joint custody was in the best interests of the children when both parents
 agreed [California Civil Code Section 4600 (b) (1)].

 Again, following the California model, some states amended their divorce laws to allow
 for two distinct custody awards: legal custody and physical custody. Physical custody refers
 to the parent with whom the child lives on a day-to-day basis, and legal custody refers to the
 parental power to decide such things as a child's religion, education, and medical treatment.2
 In jurisdictions with a joint legal custody option, courts continue to award physical custody to
 mothers in most cases, but the trend is toward more joint legal custody determinations. In
 California, the majority of both mothers and fathers now request joint legal custody when
 they divorce, and courts routinely award it. While joint custody only became legally possible
 in California in 1979, about 20 percent of California divorce decrees in the 1980s provided for
 joint physical custody, and over three-fourths provided for joint legal custody (Little 1991;
 Mnookin et al. 1990).

 Another aspect of the divorce reforms of the 1980s was a move toward favoring media-
 tion as a dispute resolution mechanism. Proponents argued that mediation was a less adver-
 sarial alternative to legal adjudication of child custody and support cases. In divorce
 mediation, a third party-usually a lawyer or therapist-assists the divorcing spouses in mak-
 ing decisions about postdivorce arrangements (Folberg 1983). In 1981, California became the

 2. Our use of the general term "joint custody" refers to both joint physical and joint legal custody.
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 first state to enact a statute that required mediation of child custody and visitation disputes
 (McIsaac 1981). At least 18 states have adopted some form of divorce mediation since then
 (Deis 1985). Supporters of mediation, including professional mediators, counselors, social
 workers, and fathers rights' groups, argue that it saves the courts time and money and allows
 for "family self-determination." Opponents, mostly lawyers and women's advocates, argue
 that mediation favors more powerful men at the expense of women (Deis 1985; Fineman
 1988; Girdner 1986).

 In an unusual convergence of interests during the 1980s, mothers' groups joined new
 right conservatives in adamantly reaffirming divorced fathers' obligations to provide financial
 support to their children. In 1984, and again in 1988, the U.S. Congress passed legislation
 regulating how the courts award and collect child support payments. Most of these changes
 were designed to ensure that the custodial parent (usually the mother) gets an award that is
 adequate to support the child and that the absent parent (usually the father) can be found and
 made to pay. In response to high levels of arrearage in the 1970s and early 1980s, the federal
 government now monitors states' efforts to collect delinquent child support payments, helps
 in establishing paternity, and locates nonpaying missing parents in both welfare and non-
 welfare cases. After years of difficulties in bringing nonpaying absent parents into court and
 getting them to pay, the 1988 legislation requires that by 1994, all new or modified child
 support orders will be collected by automatic wage withholding.

 The rapid reform of legislation regulating postdivorce child custody and support pro-
 ceeded on two seemingly separate fronts. A few individual states, following the lead of Cali-
 fornia, and responding to the demands of fathers' rights groups, began amending state laws to
 allow for the granting of joint custody based on the presumed best interests of the child.
 Drawing on uniform codes intended to transform fault-based statutes, and taking into account
 the claims of divorce mediators, other state legislatures debated the merits of laws that either
 allowed or preferred postdivorce joint custody of minor children. Most states enacted joint
 custody statutes which were explicitly gender-neutral. The parallel movement for legal and
 administrative reform of child support enforcement was supported by Reagan era conserva-
 tives who were pushing for welfare reform, along with women's groups and legal profession-
 als. In contrast to custody law reforms that occurred only at the state level, child support
 enforcement reforms were enacted at the federal level, requiring state compliance to receive
 federal subsidies for Aid to Families with Dependent Children (AFDC). As we discuss below,
 the existence of these relatively autonomous legislative arenas helped shape debates about
 child custody and child support as social problems.

 The Importance of Gender to Custody and Support Reforms

 Because fathers' and mothers' interests were pitted against each other, gender was central
 to custody and support reforms. Constituencies for competing grass-roots movements were
 drawn almost exclusively from a single gender, and unfair treatment based on gender was the
 rallying cry for both groups. Fathers' and mothers' groups offered compelling stories about
 the injustices suffered by their constituents, but only the fathers' rights groups repeatedly
 advanced claims based on the language of entitlement. The term fathers' "rights" reflects this,
 and it is how the men's groups labelled themselves and were addressed by others. The
 mothers' groups, in contrast, were rarely referred to as "rights" groups, and tended to advance
 their claims through a rhetoric of "needs." Mothers' claims often employed the language of
 loss, invoking notions of purity and innocence and calling for altruism and social responsibil-
 ity. In addition, mothers' groups used a language of threatened health or endangerment, de-
 manding protection for children at risk (see Ibarra and Kitsuse forthcoming). Edelman (1977)
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 points out that those with little power or influence are portrayed as "needy," "sick," or "trou-
 blesome," and their issues are dealt with through "help" or "welfare." This is how the plight of
 poor single mothers was characterized, and how divorced women in general were portrayed
 in debates over child support and custody. Images of benevolence or social control were typi-
 cally raised when women's "problems" were discussed, in stark contrast to the language of
 rights and sense of entitlement invoked when men's custody issues were presented.

 Both fathers' and mothers' groups claimed that the other gender enjoyed an unfair advan-
 tage during adjudication of postdivorce parental rights and responsibilities. Both complained
 that judges, attorneys, mediators, psychologists, social workers, and other professionals al-
 lowed normative expectations about gender to influence their opinions of parental fitness and
 their determinations of the best interests of children. Fathers' rights groups argued that men
 were discriminated against in custody cases because both the law and judges assumed that
 mothers were better child caregivers. Mothers' groups argued that cultural expectations for
 mothers were so high that even a minor transgression called a mother's "fitness" into question
 (Chodorow and Contratto 1982). Conversely, expectations of fathers as child caregivers were
 so low that even minimal involvement was taken as evidence of fitness for award of child

 custody. Mothers' groups also suggested that a man's superior earning power was considered
 by the courts as evidence of the ability to provide a "good home," whereas a woman's need to
 work long hours to earn minimal wages was seen as detracting from her ability to mother.
 Similarly, feminist legal scholars and activists argued that a postdivorce sexual double stan-
 dard was applied, in that judges viewed single fathers' romantic involvements as potentially
 leading to the presence of a stepmother, whereas single mothers' romantic involvements were
 interpreted as evidence of moral decrepitude (Chesler 1986; Fineman and Opie 1987; Girdner
 1986; Smart 1989).

 Although both fathers' and mothers' groups have alleged that judges and mediators rely
 on gender-linked stereotypes of parenting to adjudicate postdivorce child rearing arrange-
 ments, it is the fathers who have vehemently promoted gender-neutral laws. Adopting a
 rhetoric of equal rights, the fathers' groups insisted that custody statutes should make no
 reference to a parent's gender. Mothers' groups countered that this ignores structural inequi-
 ties faced by single mothers that are a direct result of their gender. State legislatures tended to
 adopt gender-neutral reforms with little debate, and thus stripped the old laws of some of
 their gender-linked protections for women. Only recently have feminist legal scholars pro-
 posed primary caretaker provisions and other legal protections that would tacitly acknowl-
 edge women's dominant role in child care and protect children from potentially abusive
 fathers. Because gender-neutrality came faster to family law than to other legal areas, some
 see the recent divorce and custody reforms as a backlash against women's expanding power
 (Faludi 1991; Lemon 1981).

 Legal changes in child custody and child support laws invariably influence the gender
 balance of power. Although an analysis of the potential progressive and reactionary impacts
 of recent child custody and support reforms is warranted, such a task is beyond the scope of
 this paper. Nevertheless, we can begin to document the context for future shifts in gender
 relations by analyzing the rhetoric and claims making that led to recent changes in divorce
 law. For that, we turn to an examination of how activists on both sides transformed their

 personal troubles into public issues.

 Personal Troubles as Public Issues

 Almost all of the custody and support activists whose testimony we reviewed had been
 personally involved in postdivorce battles with an ex-spouse over the children. They talked
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 about protracted disputes and bitter feelings that led them to become involved in their advo-
 cacy organization. An author of the first California joint custody preference bill reported that
 the judge in his case said that the existing law did not provide for joint custody, that it would
 be disastrous for parents, and that it was the worst thing he could think of for children. Char-
 acterizing that moment as a personal turning point, the activist recounted how he had made a
 vow to himself: "I shall change the law. And from that point forward, every time I felt a
 moment of depression, exasperation, or frustration I said stop. ... Use that same energy to do
 whatever is necessary to change the law." He went on to found the Joint Custody Association;
 appreared frequently on national television; and later served as president of the National Con-
 gress for Men, a nationwide umbrella organization of men's rights groups. Both mothers' and
 fathers' advocates gave him credit for ushering California's first joint custody statute through
 the state legislature in 1979, and in 1990, he continued to be one of the most influential
 advocates for fathers' rights in debates on model statutes and new state laws.

 Activists within the mothers' groups also indicated that they became reformers because
 they had suffered personal injustice. One child support reformer commented that all the ac-
 tivists she knew were originally motivated by their own postdivorce troubles. "The only com-
 monality you'll find in child support [activists] is they all have had a child support problem.
 It's usually tied to dealing with the system." Similarly, the head of a mothers' group con-
 cerned with the reform of joint custody laws said she became a mothers' activist because she
 felt her attorney had "botched" her case.

 I had sole custody until 1983, then it went from sole custody to joint legal, physical to me. In 1984,
 joint physical; that same year joint legal, primary physical to my ex. And in 1985, sole custody to
 my ex. Joint custody doesn't mean anything, it's merely a ploy to gain full custody of your children
 and to allow fathers to get out of paying child support.

 While this activist's children have now reached adulthood, her legal battle for custody and
 back child support continues. On a more public front, her organization played a key role in
 lobbying to add a statement to California law in 1988 specifying no preference or presumption
 for joint custody or any other specific type of custody award [California Civil Code Section
 4600 (3) (d)].

 Some of the fathers' rights advocates, whose personal problems motivated their own ac-
 tivism, talked about a tension between solving individual men's custody problems and lobby-
 ing for legal changes. For example, a founder of Father's Demanding Equal Justice (FDEJ)
 commented that it is increasingly difficult to get divorcing fathers who contact his organiza-
 tion to see custody and support problems as larger social issues. When asked about his contin-
 ued involvement in the struggle for fathers' rights, he responded:

 One never knows about the future... I'm tiring. It's an endless battle. The tenor of the guys have
 changed. Used to have all this heat in the room, esprit de corps, talk about a movement, getting
 something done, changing society. Now they're looking to avail themselves of our service, and we're
 not a service. . . . We're trying to change things, I tell them. I help the individual because I'm
 looking for certain cases that will go [to the Supreme Court]. If I was just to dedicate myself to
 helping each guy that comes along, I'd quit tomorrow.

 Although some fathers are not fully committed to social change, the scope of fathers'
 claims to legal protection continues to expand. For instance, the loss of one Supreme Court
 test case motivated an unwed father to found Equality Nationwide for Unwed Fathers (ENUF).
 The high court ruled that he had not been denied due process when his suit, filed to declare
 him the father of a young girl, was dismissed by a California court. Had his suit been success-
 ful, he would have received visitation rights. Despite the fact that the girl's mother, a neigh-
 bor, never denied that he was the father, California law contains an irrefutable presumption
 that a child is the offspring of the man to whom the mother is married. Regarding his conver-
 sion from an individual pursuing a legal judgment to a social activist, he recounted:
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 Something just came to me... the weekend that I got the Supreme Court decision. I can't really tell
 you how it popped into my head, but I just reread the opinion. I was very upset; I knew it was a
 mistake. I said something's got to be done about this. Look at all these unwed fathers... I said I've
 really had enough of this and ENUF just came out of that.

 His statements, and those of the other activists we interviewed, suggest that claims makers do
 not always distinguish between private troubles and public issues. They had all experienced
 personal problems with custody, support, or visitation which led to intense anger and frustra-
 tion with the laws and the courts. Many had reached the conclusion that the only way to
 solve the larger problem was to champion the cause of people like themselves and to fight for
 changes in the legal system. Private troubles and frustrations, however, were never very far
 in the background, and repeated contact with divorcing parents in similar situations served to
 reinforce their belief in the injustice of existing judicial practices. Their personal loss and
 outrage, writ large in public claims, became the basis for the reform of legal and political
 institutions.

 The Rhetoric of Claims Makers

 Effective rhetoric is necessary for claims makers to propel their issues through stage one
 of the development of a social problem. At this stage, advocacy groups use rhetoric to "'assert
 the existence of some condition, define it as offensive, harmful, and otherwise undesirable, ...
 publicize the assertions and stimulate controversy and . . . create a public or political issue
 over the matter" (Spector and Kitsuse 1987:147). Best (1987) used Toulmin's (1958) distinction
 between "grounds," "warrants," and "'conclusions" in his analysis of claims makers' rhetoric
 regarding the "missing children" problem. Grounds statements are the definitions, examples,
 and numeric estimates that serve as the basis for discussion of a social problem.

 As grounds for their claims of injustice, most custody and support activists provided
 numeric estimates of "the problem." The typical strategy was to cite someone else's study-
 preferably that of a governmental agency-and to claim only that others have found that the
 problem is widespread. Consequently, even if the numbers presented are false, the claims
 supported by the numeric estimates can remain true (Best 1989:22). The numbers cited by
 joint custody and child support enforcement advocates were usually not easily confirmed, and
 were often subsequently cited by the media, lending them a legitimacy of their own. More
 important than numeric estimates, however, were the grounds statements that came in the
 form of horror stories or "atrocity tales" (Best 1987). During committee hearings, in organiza-
 tional newsletters, and in the popular press and television news, fathers' and mothers' groups
 offered horror stories documenting the injustices suffered by those whose cause they were
 championing. The horror stories typically evoked strong negative emotions such as shock,
 revulsion, sadness, or anger (Johnson 1989). Even though these stories referred to unusual
 cases, they attracted a great deal of attention, shaped perception of the social problem, and
 became referents for the issues in general. The strategy of using horror stories as grounds
 statements allowed claims makers to create an "injustice frame" facilitating acceptance of
 their proposed responses to the putative problem (Gamson 1985:616).

 The effectiveness of activists' grounds statements depended on assumptions about how
 things should be. Both fathers' and mothers' groups relied heavily on implied warrants to
 elevate their claims to the level of moral imperative. Warrants are statements that explain
 why a social problem deserves attention. They bridge the gap between grounds and conclu-
 sions. Warrants allow claims makers to demand that something be done to correct the injus-
 tices typified by the horror stories. Warrants were rarely made explicit, however, and public
 debates about them were unusual. They were advanced as self-evident truths with which any
 reasonable person would agree.
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 Conclusions (or claims) are potential actions that claims makers assert are necessary to
 rectify the social problem. Conclusions constitute the claims makers' agenda for social
 change. Identifying the grounds, warrants, and conclusions used by fathers' and mothers'
 groups offers insight into how child custody and child support were successfully defined as
 social problems.

 Fathers' Custody Stories: "Uncle Dad"--Men as Victims of Vindictive Wives
 and Sexist Courts

 Fathers' rights groups used horror stories portraying men as innocent victims denied con-
 tact with their children by spiteful wives and a biased judiciary (Roman and Haddad 1978).
 For example, father's rights groups lobbying for joint custody presumptions in California de-
 scribed noncustodial parents-virtually always fathers-as "cooperative" and "peaceful,"
 whereas those seeking sole custody-virtually always mothers-were described as "manipula-
 tive," "thwarting," "vindictive," and "recalcitrant" (Lemon 1981). We labeled atrocity tales
 asserting fathers' innocence as "Uncle Dad" stories because they focused almost exclusively on
 men who lost custody battles and whose visitation arrangements turned them into peripheral
 parents.

 Uncle Dad stories continue to be the most popular rhetorical device of fathers' rights
 groups. In the premiere issue of a new national magazine called Dad, the lead article claimed
 that divorce courts routinely remove fathers from their children's lives and relegate men to
 "little more than financial providers and occasional visitors" (Arbuthnot 1990). Magazine
 articles, newsletter stories, and personal testimony of this type highlighted the emotional pain
 and suffering of losing one's children and men's supposed powerlessness to fight back.

 During the divorce negotiations I tried for joint custody but met stiff resistance. My greatest fear was

 that [my wife] might whisk them off to another city. .... I have one friend who arrived at his
 children's home one day to find the house empty and no forwarding address left. So I asked my
 lawyer if I could legally prevent this. He chuckled (Smith 1985:78).

 In addition to using modern day horror stories about "regular guys" whose children are
 abruptly taken from them, fathers' rights groups retold ancient myths to invoke compelling
 images of men and children as victims of vindictive wives.

 In Euripides' version of the classic Greek myth Medea, Jason leaves Medea for a beautiful young
 princess. Contemplating the ultimate revenge, Medea swears, "He shall never see alive again the
 sons he had from me ... this is the way to deal Jason the deepest wound" (Teyber and Hoffman
 1987:38).

 Why did these joint custody advocates, writing in Psychology Today, conjure up the image of a
 vengeful Medea about to kill her own children to spite her husband? While they avoided
 claiming that Medea's tactics are typical today, the authors implied the existence of some
 primordial tendency for "abandoned" wives to retaliate against their husbands through their
 children. "The mother's primary means of venting her bitterness is to align the children with
 her against the father" (Teyber and Hoffman 1987:38).

 In addition to the emotional pain and suffering of noncustodial fathers, fathers' rights
 groups focused on potential risks to children when mothers were granted sole custody. The
 warrant for action, in their eyes, was that children automatically suffer if their fathers do not
 see them on a regular basis.

 The consequences of father-absence are abundantly clear: kids who mourn for their dads, academic
 and behavioral problems in school, impaired sex role identification and moral development, emo-
 tional and health problems, poorer self concepts, delinquency, and earlier and more promiscuous
 sexual behavior (in girls) (Arbuthnot 1990:7).
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 Another warrant of the fathers' rights groups was that fathers and mothers should have
 equal "rights" to their children. The conclusions, or claims, advanced by fathers' rights groups
 were invariably aimed at increasing postdivorce father-child contact by protecting or enhanc-
 ing fathers' legal custody rights, although proposed legal reforms were presented as meeting
 the needs of children.

 Fathers' rights groups claimed that joint custody arrangements were the only "reason-
 able" solution to the problem of postdivorce child custody and that joint custody preference
 statutes would lessen parental acrimony and protect fathers from the "sexist biases" of family
 law judges. Assuming that children need continuing contact with both parents and that di-
 vorced parents can cooperatively share in their upbringing, fathers' rights groups also argued
 for "friendly parent" provisions in custody statutes. For example, the California Civil Code
 [Sect. 4600 (b) (1)] states that in determining which custody arrangement is in the best inter-
 ests of the child, the court shall consider "which parent is more likely to allow the child or
 children frequent and continuing contact with the noncustodial parent."

 Mothers' Custody Stories: Women and Children as Victims of Abusive
 Husbands and Biased Courts

 In general, mothers' groups argued that the courts should not take an active role in trying
 to promote social change by mandating fathers' postdivorce contact with children through
 joint custody laws. They also argued that joint custody only prolongs and encourages spousal
 conflict and leads to additional litigation. Like the fathers' rights groups, the mothers' groups
 offered warrants that focused on children's best interests, but claimed that children need the

 stability and security of ongoing daily contact with their mothers. Conclusions and claims
 focused on legal changes favoring the "primary caretaker" standard, under which the parent
 who provided primary physical and emotional care to the child-almost always the mother-
 is granted sole physical custody after a divorce. In addition, mothers' groups claimed that the
 courts should ensure that children receive adequate postdivorce financial support. (See Table
 1 for a summary of the contrasting goals and claims of the fathers' and mothers' groups).

 The mothers' groups countered the claims of the fathers' rights groups by presenting dra-
 matic custody horror stories showing women and children victimized by men and the courts.
 For instance, in Mothers on Trial (1987), Chesler reframed the Medea myth by noting that
 historically only men had the legal right to kill their own children and that Medea's actions
 represented a challenge to authoritarian father-rule. Chesler used Medea to introduce the
 questions that guided the rest of her book: What is an "unfit" mother and who decides this?
 Chesler's answer, based on horror stories from dozens of women, was that "good enough"
 mothers frequently lost custody of their children for actions and appearances that had noth-
 ing to do with their parenting. She recounted how mothers who were perceived as uppity,
 sexually active, lesbian, or simply poor, routinely lost custody battles with abusive ex-
 husbands.

 Mothers' groups referred to atrocity tales from the Bible more commonly than to ancient
 Greek myths. The Biblical image of King Solomon was frequently invoked in portraying the
 horror and injustice of treating children as property.

 And they had brought a sword before the king, he said, "Divide the living child in two, and give half
 to the one, and half to the other." But the woman whose child was alive, said to the king, "I beseech
 thee, my lord, give her the child alive and do not kill it." But the other said, "Let it be neither mine
 nor thine, but divide it" (Levy and Chambers 1981:7).

 Contemporary horror stories from mothers' groups similarly dramatized the folly of trying to
 divide children equally between warring ex-spouses.

 We have seen a judge at a hospital at 3:30 A.M. signing consent for an emergency appendectomy.
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 Table 1 * Contrasting Goals and Claims of Child Custody and Child Support Reformers

 Fathers' Groups Mothers' Groups

 Legislative Joint custody presumption in state laws. Standardized federal child support
 Goals levels.

 Strict enforcement of child support
 orders (wage withholding, interstate
 tracking, etc.).

 Rights vs. Fathers should have equal "rights" to Children's "needs" are paramount, with
 Needs and in children. child well-being and past routine care

 and emotional support most
 important.

 Role of Courts have a legitimate interest in Courts should not promote social
 Judiciary promoting postdivorce contact change with divorce and custody

 between fathers and children. reforms.

 Judges should have wide discretion in Courts should guarantee minimum
 setting child support awards. financial awards and protect children

 from abusive fathers.

 Mediation and "private ordering" of Mediation exploits mothers who
 custody/support are preferable to bargain away adequate levels of
 adversarial litigation. support to retain child custody.

 Relitigation Mediated divorce settlements produce Mediation produces more relitigation.
 less relitigation.

 Joint custody decrees produce less Joint custody produces more
 relitigation. relitigation.

 Linking Legal custody increases fathers' Requiring fathers to pay child support
 Custody & commitments to children and leads to will encourage father-child contact
 Support increased financial child support. (not the reverse).

 Child support payments should not be Adequate child support should be
 collected unless fathers' visitation mandatory and enforced, but not
 rights are enforced. linked to custody or visitation.

 The child's life was threatened, but the hospital did not want to assume liability when one parent
 said "yes" and the other "no" on a consent form. Fortunately, the judge was reached by the hospital
 in time, since the child's appendix was about to rupture. In another instance, two children were
 enrolled in separate schools by the mother and father who had joint custody. ... When the children
 attended one school, they were truant from the other. They were failing in both schools and deeply
 traumatized psychologically, yet each parent was exercising his or her "rights" under a joint custody
 decree (Levy and Chambers 1981:8).

 As these examples illustrate, using worst-case scenarios to typify custody problems pro-
 voked fear, outrage, and empathy in the audience. The horror stories came to represent the
 problem, in spite of the fact that competing mothers' and fathers' groups were portraying
 different scenarios.

 Mothers' groups also symbolized the ill effects of joint custody by recounting horror sto-
 ries of ex-husbands who abused or molested children. For instance, the ongoing press cover-
 age of Dr. Elizabeth Morgan's custody dispute exceeded that of any other child custody horror
 story in the 1980s. Dr. Morgan was jailed on contempt charges when she refused to reveal the
 whereabouts of her daughter, Hilary, to the court. An editorial in a mothers' rights newsletter
 devoted entirely to the Morgan case commented:

 How ironic that Elizabeth Morgan, who has sought only to protect her daughter from the suffering
 and degradation of sexual abuse, has spent sixteen months in jail while the former husband she has
 accused labels her a liar, a pornographer, a schizophrenic-anything to divert public attention from
 the serious allegations that he sexually abused both Hilary and his other daughter (Newsletter of the
 Friends of Elizabeth Morgan 1989:4).
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 The court ruled that sole physical custody of Hilary Morgan be granted to her father because
 Dr. Morgan denied her ex-husband visitation after she began to suspect sexual abuse. Dr.
 Morgan sought to prevent a change in custody by having her daughter surreptitiously sent to
 New Zealand for several years. The Morgan case, which lasted over seven years, was the
 subject of a made-for-television movie and continues to inspire debate in some popular books
 and on newspaper editorial pages (Goodrich 1991; Groner 1991).

 Mothers' horror stories about sexually or physically abusive fathers were provided as
 evidence of the danger of "friendly parent" provisions. Opponents called these provisions
 "the silencer" because mothers who wished to limit contact with abusive ex-husbands were

 labeled "uncooperative" and risked losing custody of their children (Boyd 1989:848; Fineman
 1988:766). Mothers' groups also presented horror stories to support their contention that me-
 diation leads to the exploitation of mothers (especially those who are physically or emotion-
 ally abused) because they bargain away adequate levels of support in efforts to avoid joint
 custody.

 Fathers' Responses to Abuse Stories: False Accusations from Bitter Ex-Wives
 and Brainwashed Children

 At the 1986 annual convention of the National Congress for Men, a prominent fathers'
 rights activist argued that charges of sexual and emotional abuse are routinely manufactured
 during custody hearings by "female social workers who have a history of being molested
 themselves, lawyers who coach women to make false accusations, and vindictive, vicious
 mothers who coach and work on their children" (Time 1986:88). One of the atrocity tales he
 told, eventually picked up by the national media, was about a sixteen year old girl who went
 to a school official charging that her father had molested her. During a lengthy trial that
 reputedly cost him $10,000, the father gained legal access to his daughter's diary in which she
 had written about her intention to accuse him falsely. The fathers' rights activist concluded
 that an allegation of sexual abuse "is the nuclear weapon of domestic relations. When all else
 fails, drop the bomb" (Time 1986:88). Similarly, in The Rape of the Male (Doyle 1976), the presi-
 dent of the Men's Rights Association claimed that child abuse allegations are usually attempts
 by mothers to gain maternal custody or to limit paternal visitation. Using the common rhetor-
 ical technique of citing huge numbers, he boldly asserted that over 700,000 false child abuse
 claims are filed each year, representing 77 to 90 percent of all child abuse reports (Doyle
 1976:9).

 The director of Parents and Children's Equality, another fathers' rights group, offered a
 horror story intended to show how the courts accept accusations of child abuse against fathers
 on trivial, unsubstantiated evidence: "They don't look for proof of a client's claim. We're
 working on a case in Indiana where the father is not allowed to see his children for six
 months because he had a Playboy magazine in his house" (Monarez 1990). According to many
 fathers' rights activists, bitter ex-wives routinely manufacture allegations of child abuse be-
 cause they know the courts will automatically limit the fathers' visitation with the children.

 Mothers' Child Support Horror Stories: "Deadbeat Dads"

 Mothers' groups argued that adequate levels of child support should be mandatory and
 vigorously enforced, and should not be linked to custody or visitation arrangements. To bol-
 ster this claim, they offered grounds statements in the form of horror stories about absent and
 unconcerned fathers, or "deadbeat dads" (U.S. News and World Report 1986). Patricia Ben-
 net's quest for child support is one horror story that was covered in the national press; por-
 trayed in a popular book, Runaway Father (Rashke 1988); and dramatized in a 1991 television
 movie. In 1964, Bennet's husband, Oscar David Gibson, left her with two toddler daughters
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 and pregnant with her third child. He was ordered by the court to pay child support of $50
 per week, and was jailed briefly when he failed to do so. After being released, Gibson made
 two support payments and then disappeared. Bennet was granted a divorce in 1972 on
 grounds of desertion and abandonment, and Gibson's parents eventually had him declared
 dead. In 1984, 20 years after her husband left, Patricia Bennet located him in another state
 where he was living under an assumed name. He had been married twice more, and had
 fathered two more children. He was subsequently ordered to pay over $50,000 in back child
 support (Fishman 1985; National Child Support Advocate 1988). The National Child Support
 Advocacy Coalition publicized this and other horror stories in its newsletter and through press
 releases to local and national media.

 Mothers' advocates also cited huge numbers as grounds for rigorous child support en-
 forcement. The figures used most commonly came from Census data indicating that only half
 of the single mothers eligible for child support received any payment, and that fewer than
 half of those actually received the full amount (Brownstein 1991). In congressional hearings,
 a spokeswoman for a single mothers' group extrapolated from official regional figures to esti-
 mate that a total of at least $3.7 billion was owed in back child support nationwide (U.S.
 Congress: House, 1988:135). In response to statements that most fathers eventually paid what
 they owed, mothers' groups used estimates from selected metropolitan areas, such as Los An-
 geles, to claim that fewer than 10 percent of missing fathers who owed back child support had
 even been located (Feldman 1990). Mothers' advocates responded to fathers' claims that men
 stop paying because they are denied visitation by citing "studies done in North Carolina" to
 show that only 13 percent of nonpaying fathers had visitation problems (U.S. Congress: House,
 1988:181). As noted below, fathers' groups offered contrasting estimates of how often and
 under what conditions fathers paid child support.

 Fathers' Child Support Stories: Responsible Fathers Denied Visitation by
 Extortionist Wives

 One of the most common arguments of fathers' rights groups, based on horror stories and
 numeric estimates, was that "the vast majority of fathers are denied visitation" (Time
 1986:87). Many asserted that ex-wives sequestered children in order to extort money in the
 form of child support, and that fathers defaulted on child support payments primarily because
 mothers had custody or interfered with visitation. For instance, the president of the Joint
 Custody Association cited a "recent study" which showed that 6 to 7 percent of joint custody
 fathers defaulted on child support payments, as compared to 72 percent of fathers in sole
 maternal custody cases (Cook 1983). Similarly, an officer of The National Council for Chil-
 dren's Rights (a fathers' rights organization) argued against automatic wage withholding at
 congressional hearings by using a common rhetorical strategy. Attempting to legitimate his
 assertion that most fathers already paid, he cited statistics from selected subpopulations,
 claiming that the Census Bureau had "determined" that 88 percent of funds from voluntary
 child support agreements were paid (U.S. Congress: House, 1988:544).

 Fathers' rights groups were even more likely than mothers' groups to rely on horror sto-
 ries. A prototypical fathers' rights horror story is that of Fred Johnson, "a devoted father and
 husband" (Conine 1989:xi-xvii). Fred and his wife Mary had two children and "a good mar-
 riage" until their next door neighbor claimed that he had fathered her child. Although Fred
 fought and won the ensuing paternity suit, Mary took their two children and left. Fred re-
 ceived legal documents from the child support enforcement agency saying that he owed child
 support, but he threw them away reasoning that he could not possibly owe anything since he
 was not yet divorced. Fifty percent of Fred's wages were ordered to be garnisheed for child
 support, and Fred's employer fired Fred. The agency refused to release the wage garnishment,
 despite the fact that Fred was now unemployed, and unbeknownst to him, withdrew his
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 entire bank account to cover back support. Fred was unable to borrow money to retain a
 lawyer because he now had a bad credit rating. To make matters worse, his unemployment
 compensation checks were garnisheed 50 percent, leaving him without enough money to pay
 his bills, so he was forced to put the family home on the market. A buyer was found, but a
 title search revealed that a child support lien had been placed on the house and that all the
 proceeds of the sale would go to satisfy the lien. Conine, in Fathers Rights (1989:xvi), laments
 the injustice of the Fred Johnson case, claiming "actions such as this are taken against fathers
 many times every day."

 Echoing the same theme, a vice president of the National Congress for Men claimed that
 "mothers are using the children for extortion. They are trying to kill the father-child relation-
 ship" (Zuckman 1986:54). Another NCM spokesman tried to explain why denial of visitation
 is the primary reason for nonpayment of child support:

 If you cut fathers off from their children by denying joint custody or by not enforcing visitation
 rights, you can't expect Dad to keep sending out child support like a robot. The goal should be to
 make a man feel like a father after a divorce, not like a wallet. (U.S. News and World Report 1986).

 Fathers' rights groups presented stories exemplifying the responsibility of noncustodial
 fathers and claiming that the courts should trust them. For instance, the president of Fathers
 for Equal Rights argued in a congressional hearing that new child support collection services
 cause unnecessary delays and discourage paying fathers from continuing to make payments.
 With dramatic flair, he described how "one father committed suicide after the collection ser-

 vice center kept insisting that he was $30,000 delinquent on child support. In fact, we have
 evidence that he was not delinquent at all." (U.S Congress: House, 1988:528). He went on to
 relate other horror stories of responsible fathers who were unjustly punished by overzealous
 collection agencies and biased courts.

 I know of a father who has had the child with him in his home, but has not been able to get the
 mandatory withholding order released. They continue to take 50 percent of the income and mail it
 to the mother in Texas. She cashes the checks, and she does not return the money.... Two other
 cases, though extreme, are important to illustrate the same point. The children were removed from
 the mothers' homes because of child abuse. The father asked the court to lift the mandatory with-
 holding order. The request was refused by the child support recovery unit, citing Federal regula-
 tion. ... In these two cases, the fathers were forced to give up their children and place them in foster
 care (U.S. Congress: House, 1988:530).

 Thus, while mothers' groups claimed that noncustodial fathers typically abandoned and
 abused their children, fathers groups' argued that men stop making child support payments
 because they are discriminated against by unfair laws and are denied visitation by vindictive
 wives.

 The Social Context of Child Custody and Child Support Reforms

 As has been demonstrated, fathers' and mothers' groups did not agree on the prevalence
 of various postdivorce outcomes and tended to focus on the personal tragedies of their own
 constituents, minimizing the hardship of their opponents' constituents. Regardless of how
 tragic their horror stories, or how large their numeric estimates, however, the parent advo-
 cates had to convince legislators that the plight of their victims deserved attention through
 legal reform. We suggest that the success of their efforts depended on a perceived societal
 consensus about the problem. The perception that a societal consensus existed about child
 custody or child support issues was influenced by four general contextual factors: (1) an affin-
 ity with other ideological movements, including "pro-family," new right conservatives, and
 liberal feminists; (2) the emergence and effectiveness of professional groups concerned with
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 divorce; (3) the general lack of media coverage about these issues; and (4) the narrow scope of
 the proposed reforms.

 First, assumptions on both sides of the debate over custody and support resonated with the
 conservative stance of Reagan era "pro-family" advocates. Fathers' rights organizations' em-
 phasis on increased postdivorce rights over children and voluntary child support were in line
 with conservative ideology because they increased men's power and women's dependence.
 While often veiled by a rhetoric of children's rights and gender neutrality, the more conserva-
 tive men's rights groups openly supported a return to patriarchal family relations. For exam-
 ple, the National Council for Children's Rights announced that they wanted to reduce the
 popularity of divorce and declared 1988 as the first year of their "War Against Family Break-
 down." In describing why they should be considered a children's advocacy group, their presi-
 dent described "two types of women":

 Women in this country are divided between those who favor two parents after divorce, to provide
 the maximum amount of financial and emotional child support in a two household situation, and
 those women who favor just one parent. The women who favor two parents ... know that children
 of single parents are more likely to be involved in drugs and crime, more likely to be victims of
 criminal and sexual abuse, and more likely to be unwed teenage mothers and fathers, than children
 with two active parents.... But there are some women's groups who seem to want to make certain
 that children have only their mothers. They want to prop up the single parent maternal homes....
 A child's right and need is for two parents (U.S. Congress: House, 1988:520).

 Similarly, Daniel Amneus, a popular men's rights advocate, and author of Back to Patriarchy,
 expressed overt hostility toward women and called for the abolition of alimony and child
 support.

 A father who sends his ex-wife child support money is subsidizing the destruction of his own family.
 He is perpetuating the system of child-support-extortion which has wrecked tens of millions of other
 men's families (Amneus 1979:204).

 It was not just the fathers' rights groups that promoted a conservative gender ideology,
 but also some of the mothers' groups, which proposed strengthening men's obligations to pro-
 vide financial support to children, thus reflecting patriarchal values of father-rule. For in-
 stance, the federal amendments to the Child Support Enforcement Program were included in
 an overhaul of the welfare system whose centerpiece was workfare. Receiving strong backing
 from conservatives, the workfare provisions of the Family Support Act of 1988 required poor
 single mothers to enter job training programs of dubious merit and were designed to shrink
 the welfare rolls by forcing AFDC recipients to work long hours for low pay in menial, gender-
 segregated jobs (Ellwood 1988). The child support enforcement provisions of the Family Sup-
 port Act also attempted to reduce welfare payments by placing the burden of child support on
 individual absent fathers. By helping states to locate absent fathers and verify paternity,
 standardize support levels, and automatically withhold support payments, the new law
 sought to reduce poverty among single mothers and their children. Nevertheless, the "suc-
 cess" of child support reform came at the cost of mothers' groups aligning themselves with
 conservatives who lamented rising divorce rates, decried the "breakdown" of the family, and
 implicitly tried to reinstitute father-rule.

 Our analysis suggests that when the rhetoric and goals of joint custody and child support
 enforcement reformers coincided with the prevailing political climate, legal reforms were
 readily adopted. Like Reinarman (1988) and Gusfield (1989), we believe the historical context
 for the advancement of certain claims is consequential for their adoption. Social movement
 theories (e.g., McCarthy and Zald 1976; Smelser 1963; Snow et al. 1986), as well as social
 constructionist theories of social problems (e.g., Spector and Kitsuse 1987), posit that personal
 troubles or human suffering are necessary, but not sufficient, conditions for the emergence of
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 successful public action movements. The ability to mobilize resources and conjure up con-
 vincing imagery to dramatize putative injustices must also "fit" with larger cultural trends.
 The "elective affinity" (Weber 1946) between the political interests of 1980s conservatism and
 fathers' claims for "rights" in their children on the one hand, and mothers' claims for financial
 support from ex-husbands on the other, was a primary factor in the adoption of custody and
 support reforms.

 Another facilitating ideological condition was the superficial affinity between fathers'
 rights rhetoric and the language of liberal feminism. Although the California no-fault divorce
 laws are sometimes described as the product of a cohesive group of reformers who had an
 idealistic goal of gender equality (Weitzman 1985), the legal scholar Kay (1987) suggests that
 the original California reforms resulted from lawyers and judges quietly working to remove
 acrimony from fault-based divorce proceedings. In the hearings leading to the reform of Cali-
 fornia's divorce laws in the 1960s, it was angry divorced fathers, later organized as Fathers
 United for Equal Rights, who made the only claim of sex-based equality. The fathers asserted
 that existing laws were unfair to husbands and that divorce ought to be removed from the
 courts. The modern women's movement was only just beginning when no-fault divorce laws
 were first advanced, though many women's groups did support the concept of no-fault divorce
 thereafter. In subsequent debates over custody reform in the late 1970s and early 1980s, pro-
 posals for gender-neutral custody laws from fathers' rights groups seemed to correspond to
 liberal feminist proposals for removing sexist language from other legal areas. As long as
 gender-neutral custody reforms received little public attention, it was possible for fathers'
 groups to claim that the legal amendments were nonsexist, and to imply that their proposals
 for change carried a broad spectrum of political support.

 According to Jacob (1988) and Kay (1987), the primary motivation for the initial change
 from fault-based to no-fault divorce was for legal professionals to maintain control over the
 divorce process. Hence, most of the reforms were effected through uniform statutes and in
 committee meetings by lawmakers and legal professionals, and received little serious debate
 in more public forums. Enactment of the 1979 California joint custody statute followed a
 similar course, insofar as the changes did not become a significant public issue, received little
 debate in committee, and were adopted with unanimous floor votes in the state senate and
 assembly (on contradictory bills, see Lemon 1981). As committees and commissions formed
 throughout the nation to make recommendations on the reform of other custody and support
 laws, attorneys and judges tended to be their most influential members. Divorce was becom-
 ing more and more common, and as procedural reforms were implemented, increasing num-
 bers of professionals (including mediators, social workers, and psychologists) came to have
 vested interests in debates over custody and support reforms. The possibilities for presenting
 gender-neutral reforms as universally acceptable dwindled as claims advanced by mothers'
 and fathers' groups became increasingly public, conflictual, and acrimonious. While the
 scope of custody and support debates expanded, legislative bodies throughout the nation con-
 tinued to rely on legal and child welfare professionals who tended to depoliticize the issues by
 reducing them to technical, clinical, and legal questions.

 Elite professionals favoring both mothers' and fathers' rights have argued about the mer-
 its of various custody and support reforms at legislative hearings, in technical reports, in pro-
 fessional journals, and in the popular press. Nevertheless, professional representation has
 tended to favor the interests of fathers over mothers. Because of labor market inequities, men
 are more likely to have superior financial resources, and are more willing and able to hire
 attorneys and child psychologists to contest and appeal sole custody awards. Most single
 mothers cannot afford legal counsel and the highest paid divorce attorneys have a preponder-
 ance of male clients. Even the grass-roots groups we interviewed reflected this economic dis-
 parity: the majority of fathers' groups were dues paying membership organizations providing
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 legal services and referrals to recently divorced men, whereas the mothers' groups were essen-
 tially mailing lists of supporters who received free newsletters put together by one or two
 volunteers. Attorneys have tended to reaffirm their role in divorce proceedings; most claim
 that hostile spouses need legal representation and that litigation is the appropriate mechanism
 for resolving custody and support disputes. Some attorneys even call for a separate child
 advocate in each case, in addition to attorneys for both the mother and father, to ensure that
 children's needs are considered fully by the courts.

 Additional professionals have become involved with custody and support because di-
 vorce mediation has been instituted to handle overflowing court calendars. Insofar as medi-
 ation allows for personal intimidation and the simultaneous consideration of child support
 and child custody issues, feminists have argued that divorcing mothers (especially victims of
 abuse) are subject to implicit blackmail during mediation (Germane, Johnson, and Lemon
 1985). Mediators and social workers argue with attorneys about the benefits of a supposedly
 less adversarial method of resolving custody disputes, while assuming positions that ensure a
 continuing need for their services. Observers have noted that court appointed mediators rec-
 ommend joint custody more frequently than parents request it, and mediators are among the
 leading advocates of joint custody preference statutes. Social workers and therapists-increas-
 ingly used as expert witnesses--also attempt to assert their technical/professional expertise
 and shape the divorce process in such a way that their services become indispensable. Like
 the parents, professionals invariably invoke "the best interests of the children," but advance
 claims on the basis of special knowledge about the issues involved. Both fathers' and mothers'
 groups have rejected the notion that professionals are uniquely qualified to solve personal
 disputes; those we interviewed characterized divorce attorneys and other professionals as ex-
 ploitive and self-serving.

 Because custody and support reforms were formulated and implemented in relative ob-
 scurity during the early 1980s, it was easy for professionals and activists to claim societal
 consensus about their grounds, warrants, and conclusions. Compared to other family-related
 social problems such as child abuse, custody and support reforms generated little press cover-
 age. For the years 1979-1990, the Readers' Guide to Periodical Literature lists a combined total of
 only 140 articles under the headings of desertion and nonsupport, U.S. Office of Child Support
 Enforcement, custody of children, visitation rights, and support (in domestic relations, includ-
 ing many articles not related to child support). This compares with over 200 entries under the
 single heading of child abuse for the same years, and nearly 100 entries under the heading of
 wife beating/abuse. Unlike child abuse or wife beating, articles about child custody and child
 support were not listed under consistent headings during these 12 years in the Readers' Guide.
 The custody of children heading did not appear until 1985, after some form of joint custody
 law had been adopted by most states. Since the Readers' Guide lists articles from periodicals
 that are circulated nationally, we conclude that, on the whole, the U.S. press did not consider
 child custody and child support as prominent social problems, although there was a slight
 increase in coverage over the decade.

 Sparse coverage was also the pattern in California, where many of the innovations in
 custody law were first adopted, and where new amendments were introduced throughout the
 1980s. For the years 1979-1990, the Los Angeles Times Index contains 274 entries under the
 heading of child custody and 104 entries under the heading of child support, compared to
 over 1,000 entries under the heading of child abuse. Despite the fact that the headings child
 custody and child support existed in the Los Angeles Times Index for each of these 12 years,
 child custody and support issues did not capture the attention of the California news media
 like child abuse did. Although custody and support reforms were directly affecting millions of
 families, the inattention of the press, especially in the late 1970s and early 1980s, allowed the
 claims of the fathers' rights groups to go unchallenged. Since then, child custody and child
 support have become more visible as social problems and are receiving the attention of both
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 fathers' and mothers' rights groups, along with more careful scrutiny by legislators, profession-
 als, and national women's political organizations.

 The initial claims of fathers' rights groups and later claims by mothers' groups portrayed
 their definitions of the problem as reflecting a societal consensus and their proposed solutions
 as benefitting the entire public, rather than as political positions with distinct constituencies.
 In the case of the fathers' groups, the use of gender-neutral language and a rhetoric of rights
 allowed them to claim that they were the ones fighting against sexism and promoting true
 gender equality, while at the same time extolling the virtues of two parent families and saving
 the children. In the case of the mothers' groups, the use of a rhetoric of needs confirmed the
 dependence of women and children and justified state intervention to track down nonpaying
 fathers.

 A final factor encouraging the adoption of custody and support laws concerns the incre-
 mental nature of most adopted reforms. The American Bar Association did not adopt a Uni-
 form Child Custody Statute until 1989, and that document contained a series of compromises
 that satisfied neither fathers' rights groups nor mothers' groups, but gave modest concessions
 to each. Even in the case of major departures from past practice, such as the joint custody
 preference and friendly parent provisions of the 1979 California statute, lawmakers generally
 shied away from more radical proposals for overhauling the legal system. In almost every
 case, it was the modest revisions to existing statutes that gained the favor of legislators. For
 example, the 1984 and 1988 federal child support reforms were seen as fine tuning an enforce-
 ment system that had only minor flaws. Similarly, most states have made only slight custody
 modifications to existing divorce statutes, sometimes resulting in contradictory sets of stan-
 dards over which judges, lawyers, and advocacy groups continue to argue.

 The Transformation of Personal Troubles into Social Problems

 Our analysis has explored how child custody and support became social problems and
 why certain claims were favorably received. Many public issues are essentially private trou-
 bles that claims makers convert into symbolic representations of larger social problems (cf.
 Mills 1959). In turn, these symbolic representations presuppose certain public solutions. The
 success (or failure) of the conversion from private trouble to public issue depends on the
 claims makers' use of rhetoric and the economic, institutional, and ideological contexts that
 constrain activists' efforts to claim a societal consensus and to mobilize support.

 The acceptance of child custody and child support as social problems was dependent on
 private troubles in at least two ways. Personal horror stories acted as modern myths, typify-
 ing the problem, symbolizing complex events, and providing a way to understand the issues
 in personal terms (Gusfield 1989). In dramatic fashion, these horror stories typically portrayed
 a morally righteous victim and a heartless ex-spouse. In one version, fathers were helpless
 victims of vindictive and bitter ex-wives. In another, fathers were unfeeling brutes who
 abandoned worthy wives and children, or worse, twisted psychopaths who physically or sex-
 ually abused their children to get back at their ex-wives. Responsibility was thus assigned to
 criminal or perverted individuals, and no effort was made to locate causes in more elaborate
 social conditions. Hearing such tales, we are called on to identify with the aggrieved spouse
 and to protect the innocent children. Within the confines of a public morality play, we are
 asked to protect good individuals from bad individuals. Since the problem is framed in indi-
 vidual terms, the solution is to change the laws to stop evil individuals from taking advantage
 of innocent victims, or to make irresponsible individuals pay.

 Custody and support reform can also be seen to reflect private troubles in the individual
 histories of the activists who championed legal reforms. With rare exceptions, those individu-
 als who spent their time, energy, and money on mobilizing support for the reform of custody
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 and support laws felt that they were victims of an unjust system. Based on their personal
 experiences in postdivorce battles, these people formed self-help groups, received training,
 began counseling others, and lobbied for the reform of key legislative provisions. Although
 their lobbying efforts were rarely effective in regard to their own children, their personal
 losses motivated them to form social movements. Among the activists we interviewed, sev-
 eral spoke of child custody and support issues in a manner that made it unclear whether they
 were talking about a large-scale social problem or their own personal dilemma. The distinc-
 tion between private troubles and public issues was blurred in their minds, and lobbying for
 legal reform came to stand for "getting even" with an ex-spouse.

 The private troubles of divorcing mothers and fathers were transformed into social move-
 ments using similar rhetorical strategies. Joint custody proponents and advocates for tougher
 child support enforcement both used horror stories to elicit emotional responses and to invoke
 an injustice frame. Even though fathers were the villains of mothers' horror stories, and
 mothers were the villains of fathers' horror stories, they both used rhetorical strategies that
 assumed a societal consensus about what was in the best interests of the children. Because

 custody and support reforms were promulgated in different policy arenas, both sides were
 able to ignore competing accounts and to focus on the issues portrayed in their own horror
 stories. The small-scale social movements these individuals led were successful when their

 proposals were consistent with the agenda of the welfare state, congruent with the aims of
 legal and mental health professionals, and relatively incremental and noncontroversial. Cus-
 tody and child support laws were restructured with little debate and scant public attention,
 and reforms were often achieved through unlikely alliances with ideological opponents. Ulti-
 mately, in symbolizing the importance of both fathers' rights and fathers' wrongs, opposing
 activists' horror stories and reforms did not fundamentally alter the patriarchal status quo.
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