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I. Introduction 

Last term, in Elk Grove Uniªed School District v. Newdow,1 the Su-
preme Court held that a noncustodial father lacked prudential standing2 
to challenge the constitutionality of a policy at his daughter’s school re-
quiring the daily recitation of the Pledge of Allegiance, which includes 
the words “under God.”3 The Supreme Court has described standing doc-
trine as the result of “more than an intuition but less than a rigorous and 
explicit theory, about the constitutional and prudential limits to the pow-
ers of an unelected, unrepresentative judiciary in our kind of government.”4 
The ambiguity of this doctrine has given judges a readily available and 
manipulable tool for avoiding merit-based decisions, especially in cases 
that involve prudential standing, as it resembles an “intuition” more so 
than does constitutional standing.5 

In this Note, I provide a short summary of the portions of the New-
dow opinions that address the standing issue. I then argue that decisions 
such as Newdow have “important symbolic signiªcance and both reºect[ ] 
and contribute[ ] to our cultural understandings of the traditional family roles 
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1
 124 S. Ct. 2301 (2004).  

2
 The “standing jurisprudence contains two strands: Article III [or constitutional] stand-

ing, which enforces the Constitution’s case and controversy requirement and prudential 
standing, which embodies judicially self-imposed limits on the exercise of federal jurisdic-
tion.” Id. at 2308 (internal quotations and citations omitted). Article III standing, but not 
prudential standing, requires a showing of injury, causation, and redressibility. Id. Both 
Article III and prudential standing are required for a claimant to have his or her claim heard 
before a federal court. Harvey v. Veneman, 396 F.3d 28, 34 (1st Cir. 2005). 

3
 124 S. Ct. at 2312. Students can choose not to recite the Pledge at all if they have re-

ligious objections to doing so, but the school district requires that “[e]ach elementary school 
class recite the pledge of allegiance to the ºag once each day.” Id. at 2306 (internal quotations 
omitted). 

4
 Id. at 2308 (citing Allen v. Wright, 468 U.S. 737, 750 (1984) (quoting Vander Jagt v. 

O’Neill, 699 F.2d 1166, 1178–79 (D.C. Cir. 1982) (Bork, J., concurring))) (internal quota-
tions omitted). 

5
 See generally id. A three-pronged doctrinal framework, however manipulable, does 

exist for Article III standing. See supra note 2. No such structure exists for prudential standing. 
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of wife-mother, husband-father, and child.”6 Such decisions have signiªcant 
normative effects as the very act of determining who has access to the legal 
system expresses a great deal about whose interests and relationships are 
ofªcially recognized, embraced, and idealized. By denying Newdow pru-
dential standing, the Supreme Court chose not to recognize or value the 
interests of noncustodial and nonresident fathers in childrearing and thus 
undermined the parenting role that those fathers play in their children’s 
lives.7 I explore how the decision reºects a failure to acknowledge that 
fathers may indeed have important emotional connections with their chil-
dren and reinforces the general sense that nonresident fathers are “impor-
tant for their money but for little else.”8 The Newdow majority was able 
to capitalize on this schema, a harmful action in and of itself, to avoid the 
difªcult question of the constitutionality of the words “under God” in the 
Pledge of Allegiance. Furthermore, I critique the language of rights used to 
frame this case and suggest alternative theories that may be useful in the 
project of redeªning the family. 

II. The Newdow Decisions 

A. Summary of the Facts and Procedural History 

In 1954, Congress passed legislation (“the 1954 Act”) that ofªcially 
added the words “under God” to the Pledge of Allegiance (“the Pledge”).9 In 
implementing the mandate of a California statute requiring patriotic exer-
cises in public schools, the Elk Grove Uniªed School District (“the School 
District”) chose to require daily recitation of the Pledge for every elemen-
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 Martha Albertson Fineman, The Neutered Mother, The Sexual Family, and 

Other Twentieth Century Tragedies 76 (1995) (making this argument in the context 
of family law generally). 

7
 This is not to say that Newdow himself acted primarily out of love for his daughter; 

in fact, it seems that Newdow used his daughter to advance his own atheist agenda without 
considering the emotional impact the lawsuit would have on her. After the dismissal of this 
case, Newdow brought a second lawsuit in federal court, this time with eight co-plaintiffs 
who are either custodial parents or children themselves. Associated Press, Atheist Files 
Second Suit on “Under God” in Pledge, N.Y. Times, Jan. 6, 2005, at A19. Newdow also 
has a history of ªling lawsuits challenging governmental religious practices, which sug-
gests that his desire for the removal of the words “under God” from the Pledge is part of a 
larger atheist agenda. See, e.g., Newdow v. Bush, Civil Action No. 04-2208, 2005 U.S. Dist. 
LEXIS 524 (D.C. Cir. 2005) (suing President George W. Bush among others for an injunc-
tion enjoining the President from including prayers in his presidential inauguration in 
2005); Newdow v. Bush, 89 Fed. Appx. 624 (9th Cir. 2004) (describing a similar lawsuit 
involving the 2001 presidential inauguration); Newdow v. Eagen, 309 F. Supp. 2d 29 (D.C. 
Cir. 2004) (suing the United States, the United States Congress, its chaplains, and several 
of its administrative ofªcers to challenge the practice of legislative prayer). 

8
 Paul R. Amato & Joan G. Gilbreth, Nonresident Fathers and Children’s Well-Being: 

A Meta-Analysis, 61 J. Marriage & Fam. 557, 568 (1999). 
9

 Act of June 14, 1954, Pub. L. No. 83-396, 68 Stat. 249 (1954) (codiªed at 36 U.S.C. 
172 (1994)). 
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tary school class.10 Michael Newdow, an atheist whose daughter was en-
rolled in the School District, ªled a lawsuit under the First Amendment’s 
Establishment and Free Exercise Clauses,11 seeking both a declaration that 
the 1954 Act violated the First Amendment and an injunction against the 
School District’s recitation requirement.12 

A three-judge panel of the Ninth Circuit Court of Appeals unanimously 
held that Newdow had “[Article III] standing as a parent to challenge a 
practice that interferes with his right to direct the religious education of his 
daughter.”13 On the merits, the Ninth Circuit, with one dissenter, concluded 
that the 1954 Act and the School District’s policy violated the Establish-
ment Clause.14 After this opinion was entered, Sandra Banning, the child’s 
mother, ªled a motion for leave to intervene to challenge Newdow’s 
standing in the case, or alternatively, to dismiss the complaint.15 By that 
time, a February 6, 2002, California Superior Court order had granted Ban-
ning “sole legal custody as to the rights and responsibilities to make de-
cisions relating to the health, education and welfare of [the child].”16 The 
Superior Court, in a September 25, 2002, court order, also enjoined Newdow 
“from including his daughter as an unnamed party or suing as her ‘next 
friend.’”17 

Despite these orders, the Ninth Circuit panel, in a second opinion, pro-
ceeded on the basis that Newdow had sufªcient rights under the new cus-
tody decree to retain Article III standing to sue on his own behalf because 
his “injury in fact”—the interference with his right to direct the religious 
education of his daughter—was fairly traceable to the School District’s 
pledge policy.18 The court held that “Ms. Banning may not consent to 
unconstitutional government action in derogation of Newdow’s right to 
enforce his constitutional interests.”19 After this decision, in a January 9, 
2004, order, the California Superior Court declared that Newdow and 
Banning have joint legal custody of their daughter but that Banning has 
the ªnal say if the two parents disagree on decisions involving the child’s 
health, education, and welfare.20 
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 Elk Grove Uniªed Sch. Dist. v. Newdow, 124 S. Ct. 2301, 2306 (2004). 
11

 U.S. Const. amend I. 
12

 Newdow, 124 S. Ct. at 2306–07. 
13

 Newdow v. U.S. Cong., 292 F.3d 597, 602 (9th Cir. 2002) [hereinafter Newdow I]. 
14

 Id. at 612. 
15

 Newdow, 124 S. Ct. at 2307. 
16

 Newdow v. U.S. Cong., 313 F.3d 500, 502 (9th Cir. 2002) [hereinafter Newdow II] 
(alteration in original).  

17
 Newdow, 124 S. Ct. at 2307. Federal Rule of Civil Procedure 17(c) provides that an 

infant may sue by a next friend or a guardian ad litem. See generally 6A Charles Alan 

Wright et al., Federal Practice & Procedure § 1572 (2d ed. 1990) (deªning “next 
friend” as one who is “empowered to bring suit on behalf of an infant”). 

18
 Newdow II, 313 F.3d at 503–04; Newdow I, 292 F.3d at 605. 

19
 Newdow II, 313 F.3d at 505. 

20
 Newdow, 124 S. Ct. at 2310. 



470 Harvard Journal of Law & Gender [Vol. 28 

B. The Newdow Supreme Court Majority Opinion 

When Newdow appealed to the Supreme Court, prudential standing was 
discussed for the ªrst time. Justice Stevens, writing for a ªve-person ma-
jority,21 held that Newdow lacked prudential standing,22 “which embodies 
judicially self-imposed limits on the exercise of federal jurisdiction,”23 
and therefore reversed the Ninth Circuit decision.24 At no point did the 
majority deny Newdow Article III standing. The Court reasoned that be-
cause the issue of standing was inextricably intertwined with family law 
rights that were in dispute at the time of the lawsuit, the Supreme Court 
should not interfere, but should defer to the state courts.25 

In claiming that he had standing, Newdow argued that he had the right 
to sue on his own behalf as a parent because of his right to expose his 
daughter to atheistic beliefs free from governmental interference.26 New-
dow’s argument failed because the Supreme Court found that his rights 
could not be viewed in isolation; the majority took into account Banning’s 
rights as a parent, “the interests of a young child who ªnds herself at the 
center of a highly public debate,”27 and the fact that Newdow’s interests 
and those of his daughter may not have been aligned.28 The Supreme Court 
interpreted the California state law concepts of “family privacy,” “mini-
mum state intervention,” and “parental autonomy” to bestow upon New-
dow only the right to discuss religion with his child and impart to the child 
his own religious perspective, and not the “right to dictate to others what 
they may and may not say to his child respecting religion.”29 The majority 
reasoned that a next friend could exercise the latter right, but the California 
Superior Court had deprived Newdow of that designation in the September 
25, 2002 court order.30 

C. The Newdow Concurring Opinion 

In a concurring opinion, Chief Justice Rehnquist, joined by Justice 
Thomas as to the standing issue only, and by Justice O’Connor, deferred 
to the Ninth Circuit’s interpretation of California law on the issue of stand-
ing,31 following the Court’s customary practice in handling issues of state 
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 The majority consisted of Justices Stevens, Kennedy, Souter, Ginsburg, and Breyer. 
22

 Newdow, 124 S. Ct. at 2312. 
23

 Id. at 2308 (internal quotations omitted). 
24

 Id. at 2312. 
25

 Id. 
26

 Id. at 2310. 
27

 Id. 
28

 Id. at 2310–11. 
29

 Id. at 2311. 
30

 Id. at 2312. 
31

 Id. at 2315. 
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law.32 In their view, Newdow did in fact have standing, but on the merits 
each would have held that the Elk Grove School District’s policy did not 
violate the Establishment Clause.33 

The concurring Justices identiªed the source of Newdow’s standing 
as his relationship with his daughter and framed Newdow’s argument as 
centered around a conºict between his and the state’s preferences for re-
ligious inºuences on his daughter.34 If the issue were solely between New-
dow and Banning, Banning’s preference would trump Newdow’s under 
the California Superior Court order,35 however, the concurrence determined 
that “Banning’s ‘veto power’ does not override [Newdow’s] right to chal-
lenge the pledge ceremony.”36 

III. Analysis 

A. Entrenching Parental Stereotypes 

The Court’s dismissal of Newdow’s claims contributes to, and perhaps 
relies on, the societal assumption that noncustodial fathers are uninvolved in 
their children’s lives. Professor Jane Jenson’s theory of the citizenship re-
gime and its effect on claims-making is a useful tool for analyzing the 
Newdow decision. A citizenship regime is the set of institutional arrange-
ments, rules, and policy-guiding norms that inºuence how issues are 
deªned by states and citizens, what claims may be legitimately made, 
and by whom such claims may be made.37 Thus, “[a] citizenship regime 
encodes within it a paradigmatic representation of identities. . . . It also 
encodes representations of the proper and legitimate social relations among 
and within these categories. . . . These representations of identities and 
social relations are the foundation for claims-making.”38 The Newdow opin-
ion perpetuated the social identity of noncustodial fathers as only mini-
mally involved in their children’s lives. This stereotype in turn affects how 
noncustodial fathers’ claims will be viewed by others, and courts in par-
ticular. This citizenship regime prevented Newdow from being able to make 
a claim on behalf of his daughter and in turn maintained this stereotype.39 
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 Id. at 2311 (stating that “[o]ur custom on questions of state law ordinarily is to defer 
to the interpretation of the Court of Appeals for the Circuit in which the state is located” 
(citation omitted)). 

33
 Id. at 2312, 2321 (O’Connor, J., concurring); 2327 (Thomas, J., concurring). 

34
 Id. at 2315. 

35
 Id. at 2310 n.6. 

36
 Id. at 2315–16. 

37
 Jane Jenson & Ctr. for European Studies, Harvard Univ., A Third Wave? Women’s 

Movements and State Institutions 7–8 (Apr. 30–May 2, 1998) (unpublished manuscript, on 
ªle with author). 

38
 Id. at 8. 

39
 Supreme Court decisions contributing to this citizenship regime have reiªed the gender 

roles of fathers as less connected to their children and thus less suited for the work of car-
ing for their natural children than mothers. For example, the Supreme Court has stated: 
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The social identity of the biological mother, on the other hand, sup-
ports mothers’ interests in relationships with their children. Given the valid-
ity of their interests, mothers’ claims on behalf of their children will also 
be seen as more legitimate than similar claims brought by fathers. It is 
commonly assumed that “mothers are more unique, central and competent 
in child care and promoting the well-being of children” than are fathers.40 
Thus, even noncustodial mothers would likely be treated more favorably 
than noncustodial fathers in cases like Newdow.41 If Newdow had been 
the child’s mother, perhaps the Supreme Court would not have used the non-
custodial status of the parent to deny standing to avoid a merit-based de-
cision.42 In this way, ingrained social identities can lead courts to import 
 

                                                                                                                              

A mother is far less likely to ignore the child she has carried in her womb than is 
the natural father, who may not even be aware of its existence. . . . “The putative 
father often goes his way unconscious of the birth of the child. Even if conscious, 
he is very often totally unconcerned because of the absence of any ties to the 
mother.” 

Miller v. Albright, 523 U.S. 420, 427–28 (1998) (quoting Parham v. Hughes, 441 U.S. 347, 
355 (1979); Miller v. Christopher, 96 F.3d 1467, 1472 (1996) (circuit court opinion in the 
case); see also Nguyen v. I.N.S., 208 F.3d 528 (2000) (holding constitutional a statute 
making it more difªcult for male citizens to confer citizenship on their offspring born out of 
wedlock and outside of the United States than for female citizens to do so even where in this 
case the natural mother abandoned child at birth in 1969, andthe child had no subsequent 
contact with his biological mother and was raised by his father in Texas); Lehr v. Robert-
son, 463 U.S. 248, 261–62 (1983) (stating that “the mere existence of a biological link [be-
tween a natural father and his child] does not merit equivalent constitutional protection” 
and that the biological link only presents the opportunity for a relationship); Michael H. v. 
Gerald D., 491 U.S. 110, 125 (1989) (denying natural father the power to assert parental 
rights over a child born “into” the natural mother’s existing marriage with another man); 
Fineman, supra note 6, at 81 (stating that “[a] father’s rights to his biological children arose 
from and were based upon the marital tie with the child’s mother, and the signiªcant affec-
tional and familial legal tie for men was thus construed as marriage”). 

40
 E. Mavis Hetherington & Margaret M. Stanley-Hagan, The Effects of Divorce on Fa-

thers and Their Children, in The Role of the Father in Child Development 191, 203 

(Michael E. Lamb ed., 3d ed. 1997) (citation omitted) (also calling this phenomenon “the per-
vasive motherhood mystique”); see also Fineman, supra note 6, at 81 (noting a “biological 
connection of Mother and child—a perceived ‘natural’ connection that came to be mirrored 
in legal doctrine, and that the law recognized no such ‘natural’ tie governing rights of . . . fa-
thers to their biological children”). 

41
 “[S]ociety’s higher standard of parenting for mothers may place more pressure on 

nonresident mothers than on nonresident fathers to maintain contact with their children.” 
Susan D. Stewart, Nonresident Mothers’ and Fathers’ Social Contact With Children, 61 J. 

Marriage & Fam. 894, 895–96 (1999) (citation omitted); see also Solangel Maldonado, 
Beyond Economic Fatherhood: Encouraging Divorced Fathers to Parent, 153 U. Pa. L. Rev. 

921, 929 (2005) (describing how society sees a nonresident mother as a mother, while the 
nonresident father is viewed as less of a father). 

42
 Compare the Supreme Court’s stance with that of the Seventh Circuit in Navin v. 

Park Ridge School District 64, 270 F.3d 1147 (7th Cir. 2001). The Seventh Circuit held 
that a noncustodial parent, in that case a father, does not automatically lack standing to 
challenge an action affecting his child. Id. A possible explanation for the different result in 
the Newdow decision and the Seventh Circuit’s decision in Navin may be that the Navin 
court truly believed that the child was being harmed by the school’s failure to provide ade-
quately skilled tutors for the father’s dyslexic son. See id. at 1148. 
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gender bias into the law through seemingly neutral legal requirements such 
as standing. 

B. Language of Rights: Carework Exposes Illusions of 
Liberal Individualism 

Besides further entrenching inequitable gender norms, standing ju-
risprudence as construed in Newdow reºects the entrenchment of rights-
based liberal individualism, which limits the creation of new norms that 
would take seriously the value of human relationships. One common cri-
tique of liberal “rights-centred society [is that it] becomes little more 
than an aggregate of self-interested individuals who band together to fa-
cilitate the pursuit of their own uncoordinated and independent life pro-
jects—a relation of strategic convenience and opportunism rather than mu-
tual commitment and support.”43 

A focus on parenting rights in childcare thus will predictably harm 
the children involved. During formative years, children are dependent on 
many others to care for them: 

If we ask ourselves what actually enables people to be autono-
mous, the answer is not isolation, but relationships—with parents, 
teachers, friends, loved ones—that provide the support and guid-
ance necessary for the development and experience of autonomy 
. . . . We see that relatedness is not, as our tradition teaches, the 
antithesis of autonomy, but a literal precondition of autonomy, and 
interdependence a constant component of autonomy.44 

In other words, the liberal individual’s “autonomy” is not threatened by 
but instead thrives on such connectedness. Care, relationships, and sup-
port from others are crucial to a child’s ability to develop a sense of self 
and to become autonomous.45 The conception of autonomy reºected in 
the standing jurisprudence as construed in Newdow fails to account for such 
enriching relationships when they are not between a mother and her child. 
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 Richard H. Pildes, Why Rights Are Not Trumps: Social Meanings, Expressive Harms, 
and Constitutionalism, 27 J. Legal Stud. 725, 728 (1998) (quoting Allan C. Hutchin-

son, Waiting for CORAF: A Critique of Law and Rights 90 (1995)). 
44

 Jennifer Nedelsky, Reconceiving Autonomy: Sources, Thoughts and Possibilities, 1 
Yale J.L. & Feminism 7, 12 (1989). Even adults are not wholly separate and independent 
from others; modern individuals are constantly dependent on the services of others. Joan C. 

Tronto, Moral Boundaries: A Political Argument for an Ethic of Care 162 (1993) 
(stating that “it is a part of the human condition that our autonomy occurs only after a long 
period of dependence, and that in many regards, we remain dependent upon others throughout 
our lives”). These services are predominantly provided by women, immigrants, and the 
poor, both in the home and in the public sphere. See Nancy Fraser, Justice Interrup-

tus: Critical Reºections on the “Postsocialist” Condition 52 (1997). 
45

 See Tronto, supra note 44, at 162. 
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Even focusing on fathers’ rights misses the point.46 If standing jurispru-
dence portrayed autonomy as involving human interdependence, the Su-
preme Court may not have found that noncustodial parents lack standing 
to challenge laws and practices that affect their children. In this way, the 
rhetoric of rights in Newdow diminished the “progressive potential of shared 
parenting.”47 

IV. Feminist Hesitations Concerning “Fathers’ Rights” 

Shaped largely by Newdow himself, much of the popular dialogue in 
the media on the standing issue in Newdow is dominated by the discourse 
of parental rights, and fathers’ rights in particular.48 Many feminists are 
wary of the language of fathers’ rights because they argue that post-divorce 
fathers are seeking the patriarchal privilege they have lost.49 Some “father’s 
rights groups . . . openly declare radical feminists to be the enemy . . . .”50 

Despite the validity of these concerns, feminists should still consider 
arguments that are sympathetic to noncustodial fathers. In fact, these ideas 
will be invaluable in informing new conceptions of fatherhood. Reacting 
unduly harshly to the fathers’ rights movement only serves to reinforce 
stereotypes of who is able to and should “mother.” Identity politics, as de-
scribed by Professor Wendy Brown,51 pit women against men, mothers 
against fathers, and oppressed against the oppressors, without radically 
transforming systems of domination and without destabilizing the subjects 
of the self-sacriªcing mother and the patriarchal father that are produced 
by such systems. Thus, feminists must be careful not to deªne their posi-
tions solely based on opposition to dominating “others”—such as anti-
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 “The rhetoric of fathers’ rights and fathers’ responsibilities reºects the tendency to 
reduce family policy to mere discussions of individual rights.” Fineman, supra note 6, at 201.  

47
 Carol Smart, Power and the Politics of Child Custody, in Child Custody and the 

Politics of Gender 1, 17 (Carol Smart & Selma Sevenhuijsen eds., 1989).  
48

 E.g., Leslie Eaton, Lawyer Who Fought Pledge Assails Courts on Custody, N.Y. Times, 

Oct. 23, 2004, at B2, available at http://www.ªnd-a-lawyer-online.com/lawyer_who_fought_ 
pledge_assails_courts_on_bi.aspx (quoting Newdow discussing parental rights); Wendy 
McElroy, Parental Rights and the Pledge (Apr. 14, 2004), available at http://www.foxnews. 
com/story/0,2933,117019,00.html. 

49
 See, e.g., Deena Mandell, “Deadbeat Dads”: Subjectivity and Social Con-

struction 19 (2002) (“Arendell (1995) found that ‘divorce unseated men, especially non-
custodial fathers, from their positions of privilege in the family’ . . . [and] that men’s re-
sponses to divorce serve to distance them from feelings that are counter to the ‘masculinist’ 
ethic of competence, strength, and control.”); Fineman, supra note 6, at 202 (“This strain 
of fathers’-rights rhetoric assumes that mothers can ‘win’ rights only at the expense of 
others—fathers or society at large.”). 

50
 Anna Gavanas, Domesticating Masculinity and Masculinizing Domesticity in Contem-

porary U.S. Fatherhood Politics, 11 Soc. Pol. 247, 250 (2004). “The fathers’ rights move-
ment extends considerably further the argument that fathers experience powerlessness. 
Victor and Winkler’s analysis of this movement (1977) blames the women’s movement for 
emasculating men in their role as fathers . . . .” Mandell, supra note 49, at 19–20. 

51
 Wendy Brown, States of Injury: Power and Freedom in Late Modernity 69 

(1995) (describing identity politics as “reiterat[ing] impotence [and] a substitute for action, 
for power, for self-afªrmation that reinscribes incapacity, powerlessness, and rejection”). 
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feminist fathers’ rights groups—because such resistance does not chal-
lenge the merits of essentialist cultural notions about who can provide 
care and therefore fails to encourage redeªnitions of gender roles. In ad-
dition, further entrenchment of the clash between post-divorce mothers 
and fathers fails to bring to the forefront the psychological and emotional 
needs of children in the post-divorce family. 

The stakes involved in entertaining arguments that are sympathetic 
to fathers are serious. If we are to create a society in which all parents, not 
just biological mothers, may care for children, then there are substantial 
risks in opposing arguments supportive of noncustodial fathers’ role in 
the family. 

[T]here is a critical need to value the mothering work of those who 
are not biological mothers and therefore not traditionally supported 
in the role. . . . [I]f we do not expand the deªnition to include non-
traditional mothers—men, lesbians, poor women, and women of 
color—we deny ourselves the chance to beneªt from the moth-
ering they can provide our children. . . . [I]f as a culture, we be-
lieve in the value of every child, then an inclusive deªnition of 
mothering is imperative in reaching that goal.52 

Additionally, children’s development is affected by those who are 
deemed to be appropriate and meaningful caregivers. This is particularly 
true when children must adjust to changes caused by their parents’ divorce 
or separation. There is a consensus among scholars of fathering that the 
active involvement of fathers leads to positive outcomes in the lives of chil-
dren post-divorce, including better adjustment to the divorce itself, better 
academic performance, and fewer behavior and other developmental 
problems,53 at least in low-conºict divorces.54 The Newdow decision un-
dermines the ability of noncustodial parents, in particular fathers, to play 
this role in child development. The denial of standing by the Supreme 
Court sends a powerful social norm-setting message that noncustodial fa-
thers are not suitable to “mother,” to decide what is best for their children, 
and to make constitutional claims on their children’s behalf. Such normative 
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 Adrien Katherine Wing & Laura Weselmann, Transcending Traditional Notions of 
Mothering: The Need for Critical Race Feminist Praxis, 3 J. Gender Race & Just. 257, 
258–59 (1999). 

53
 Marsha Kline Pruett et al., Family and Legal Indicators of Child Adjustment to Di-

vorce Among Families with Young Children, 17 J. Fam. Psychol. 169, 170–71 (2003); 
Maldonado, supra note 41, at 949–61 (describing in detail the educational, societal, emo-
tional, and psychological beneªts of post-divorce paternal involvement). 

54
 Hetherington & Stanley-Hagan, supra note 40, at 194 (stating that “requiring hostile 

acrimonious parents to share legal custody increases conºict . . . and maintains dysfunc-
tional family processes, which in turn leads to problems in child adjustment”) (citations 
omitted); Maldonado, supra note 41, at 950 (stating that “[r]esearchers have cautioned . . . 
that when parents do not cooperate with each other and visitation takes place in a high-
conºict setting the beneªts to the child can be minimal or nonexistent”) (footnote omitted). 
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statements have broad-reaching effects because in 2002 twenty-four mil-
lion American children lived without their biological fathers.55 More than 
half of children born in 1992 “will spend all or part of their childhood apart 
from one parent, usually their fathers.”56 With so many children growing 
up in homes without fathers, messages and policies that discourage the 
involvement of noncustodial fathers in the upbringing of their children will 
have a substantial social impact. 

Further, the inºexibility of gender roles has enormous implications for 
gender equality. Women, regardless of whether they are active in the job 
market, bear the burdens of what feminists have termed “reproductive labor,” 
which includes buying household goods, cooking and serving meals, wash-
ing and repairing garments, maintaining household appliances, and provid-
ing care and emotional support for both children and adults.57 The invisi-
bility of this labor allows for the work to remain uncompensated or un-
dercompensated.58 Marxist feminists have pointed to this overwhelming 
gender imbalance in the performance of reproductive labor as central to 
gender inequality.59 Thus, all fathers, including noncustodial fathers, have 
an important role to play in the restructuring of social norms to shift these 
burdens of reproduction.60 Possible new allies in this effort to re-envision 
the family include strands of the fatherhood movement that embrace 
feminist agendas.61 
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V. New Paradigms: Relational Rights and the Ethic of Care 

A language of rights based on the ideal of the unencumbered and in-
dependent individual is not conducive to the resolution of highly divisive, 
emotionally charged, and at times hostile situations in the family law con-
text. As argued above, the use of fathers’ rights rhetoric ignores opportu-
nities to discuss family policy taking into account the interests of children’s 
post-divorce development and concerns of gender equity. What discourses 
could be helpful? Two alternative frameworks to a limited language of 
rights are Martha Minow’s “relational rights” theory and the “ethic of 
care,” developed by scholars such as Carol Gilligan and Joan Tronto. 

Under her theory of relational rights, Professor Minow situates rights 
within human relationships.62 The assignment and denial of rights shape pat-
terns of human interaction as “rights are interdependent and mutually de-
ªning.”63 The Supreme Court’s ªnding that Newdow lacked prudential stand-
ing reinforced a pattern of disengagement of noncustodial fathers from their 
children’s lives. Exposing the agency and the sociopolitical possibilities that 
accompany the assignment and denial of rights reveals the “human responsi-
bility for the patterns of relationships promoted or hindered by [the interpre-
tation of rights].”64 It is not self-evident that noncustodial fathers lack pru-
dential standing to challenge governmental action affecting their children; 
there is no legal authority that demands such an interpretation.65 If the 
majority had in mind the notion of “relational rights” and the accompany-
ing “responsibility for patterns of relationships,” perhaps the Court would 
not have so readily dismissed the case based upon lack of standing. 

In fact, the majority’s reasoning is counterfactual. Newdow and Ban-
ning shared “joint legal custody” of their daughter and were “required to 
consult with each other on substantial decisions relating to the health, educa-
tion and welfare of the minor child.”66 Some scholars have argued that joint 
legal custody is symbolically important as it signals to fathers that their 
parental role is valued and respected.67 The Court undermined this norm-
changing message by creating a distinction between Banning as the cus-
todial parent and Newdow as the noncustodial parent where no such legal 
distinction existed.68 Through this move, it is clear that courts do have 
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agency in shaping human relationships and thus may be held responsible 
for the resulting gender and family norms and patterns. 

Feminists like Carol Gilligan and Joan Tronto offer the “ethic of care” 
as an alternative to a “morality of rights.”69 The morality of rights is based 
upon fairness as deªned by individual rights and the equal application of 
rules,70 whereas the care ethic places priority on “sustaining human rela-
tionships,”71 the value of peace,72 conºict resolution,73 and responsibility 
towards others.74 The care ethic was developed by “[f]eminist scholars [who] 
have turned to the experience of women, who traditionally have been as-
sociated with care-giving and relationship building in family and com-
munity, to describe an ethic directed toward reducing alienation.”75 Neither 
Gilligan nor Tronto argues that women and men are by nature different in 
their moral understandings.76 Instead, they argue that the experiences of 
women (or experiences traditionally associated with women, such as child-
rearing) and female narratives shed light on a new conception of morality 
associated with care.77 

In Newdow, both the majority and Newdow framed their arguments 
using a morality of rights. The majority described the issue as being whether 
“Newdow has a right to dictate to others what they may and may not say 
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to his child respecting religion.”78 Newdow argued that he “retains an 
unrestricted right to inculcate in his daughter—free from governmental 
interference—the atheistic beliefs he ªnds persuasive.”79 These rights argu-
ments fail to take into account the relationships between noncustodial 
parents and custodial parents in the upbringing of their children and the re-
lationships between parents and their children. By denying prudential stand-
ing to noncustodial parents like Newdow, the Court provides little incen-
tive for the collaborative resolution of familial conºict. In fact, allowing 
the custodial parent to trump the decisions of the noncustodial parent to 
challenge laws and practices affecting their children seemingly exacerbates 
the adversarial nature of family law.80 Maintaining healthy familial rela-
tionships and conºict resolution, which proponents of the care ethic pri-
oritize, appears not to be a priority for the Court. 

Had the Justices of the Newdow majority considered the ethic of care 
and the accompanying values of conºict resolution and sustaining rela-
tionships, perhaps they would have found that all parents, regardless of 
whether they have custody of the child, have standing to challenge gov-
ernment actions affecting their children. Again, it is telling that Newdow 
and Banning have joint custody of their daughter; the Court’s holding 
was therefore not necessitated by any distinction in custodial status.81 

Further, the issues involved in the handling of this case implicate 
questions about the wisdom and workings of the current custody system. 
Such concerns, in fact, have a historical basis. In 1996, the U.S. Com-
mission on Child and Family Welfare recommended the abandonment of 
the traditional notion of custody.82 Instead of establishing one parent as 
the “winner” of the custody battle and another as the “loser,” the Com-
mission recommended a process of creating parenting plans by which par-
ents collaboratively make decisions about the child’s place of residence, 
the amount of time to be spent with each parent, and the division of pa-
rental responsibilities.83 Proponents of the care ethic may also support re-
jecting the “winner-takes-all” system of custody battles. 
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VI. Conclusion 

To redeªne the rigid traditional roles of the family, federal courts, 
through standing jurisprudence, should recognize the relationships between 
parents and children regardless of custodial status. We must be wary of the 
cumulative effects of decisions that further entrench stereotypes about social 
roles, particularly given the high stakes of child development and gender 
equity involved in a decision like Newdow. The combined result of such 
decisions is signiªcant in the development of social citizenship; seen in this 
way, seemingly insigniªcant decisions, like the denial of standing to one 
noncustodial father, play an incredibly powerful role in furthering inequi-
table, stereotypical notions of who should care for children. Entrenchment 
of these ideas is evidenced by the fact that the denial of prudential stand-
ing to Newdow as a noncustodial parent has not been highly debated or 
contested in the public domain.84 

The theory of relational rights and the ethic of care are helpful in our 
endeavors to reimagine the family. Of course, providing Newdow pruden-
tial standing alone will not radically alter the landscape of fatherhood nor 
lead to the societal and cultural changes necessary to relax gender roles. 
In addition to contesting these incremental entrenchments, proponents of 
social change and gender equity must take on the difªcult task of chang-
ing social and cultural norms by bringing into public debate alternative vi-
sions and values. There must be a “transformation of the whole notion of 
‘father,’ moving toward a redeªnition that is neither hierarchical nor pa-
triarchal”85 in every sphere, not just the legal sphere. 
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