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Revision Notes: Family


Unit 1:  The family and recent social change
1. Concepts and Definitions

· Household    A household consists of a person living alone, or two or more people who share the same residence, for example a house or a flat.  Members of a household also share housekeeping – for example, sharing the rent and household chores.  People who live together in a household may or may not be related.

· Kinship   The idea of kinship refers to relationships based on ‘blood’ or marriage – for example, genetic relationships such as a mother and her biological daughter and a married relationship of husband and wife.

· Family  The Office of National Statistics provides the following definition of a family.  A family is a couple and their never-married children.  Families also include couples with no children or a lone-parent and their never-married children.

2. Debates about the functions of the family


Functionalist approaches

· Functionalist approaches to the family follow the pattern of function​alist analysis in general, as described above. They traditionally stress the positive role of the family in society, regarding it as beneficial and serving a number of very important functions that help maintain the very existence of society.

· If the family exists (as Murdock says it does universally), then it must be performing some function(s) or fulfilling some purpose(s). A number of functionalist sociologists have pre​sented accounts of the way in which this happens. 

Talcott Parsons

· Parsons believes that every family in every society has two 'basic and irreducible' functions: the primary socialisation of children and the stabilisation of adult personalities. 

· The initial or primary socialisa​tion takes place in the early years of a child's life within the family group. During this period the child learns the basic elements of the culture into which she or he has been born. This early stage of social​isation is followed by a process of secondary socialisation, which takes place in more formal groupings outside the family (such as school). 

· The individual internalises the society's culture ‑ that is, the norms, values and customs become so familiar that the individual adheres to them without even thinking about them consciously and they guide his or her actions. Parsons' second aspect of primary social​isation within the family is the structuring of personality ‑ the emer​gence of a personality in the child, focused on the central value of society, such as the motive to achieve.

· The second basic and irreducible function is the stabilisation of the adult's personality. The family gives the individual adult a 'safety‑valve', a place where she or he can relax, escape the stresses and strains of the world outside and feel emotionally secure. The family provides in the home a warm, loving, stable environment where the individual adults can be themselves and even 'let themselves go' in a childish and undignified way. At the same time the supervision and socialisation of children gives parents a sense of stability and responsibility.

EVALAUTION:

The following criticisms have been made of functionalist views of the family:

1. Functionalists assume that on balance families perform useful and often essential functions both for their members and for society as a whole.  Married couples are pictured as living in harmony, as good in bed, and as effective socialisers of the next generation.  Critics argue that this does not reflect the realities of family life.

2. As a result of this picture of happy families, functionalists tend to ignore the ‘dark side’ of the family – conflict between husband and wife, male dominance, child abuse, and so on.  They give insufficient attention to the dysfunctions of the family – the harmful effects it may have on the wider society.

3. Functionalists tend to ignore the diversity of family life in industrial society.  For example there is little reference to loan-parent families, cohabiting families, and reconstituted families.  Nor do they pay much attention to variations in family life based on class, ethnicity, religion and locality.

4. Parsons’ view of the family has been criticised as sexist  since he sees the wife/mother as having the main responsibility for providing warmth and emotional support, and for de-stressing her hardworking husband.

Marxist approaches

· The earliest Marxist answer to the question of the origin of the modem family form is provided by Fredrick Engels.

· Engels argues that the origins of today's nuclear family lie in changes made to the nature of private property in traditional society before the onset of industriali​sation and capitalism. Before humankind had property the contem​porary notion of marriage and family life was not needed ‑ survival was the most important aspect of human life. However, with the rise of private property an organised system of inheritance became neces​sary ‑ fathers needed to know who their offspring were in order to pass their property down the family line.

· With this, argues Engels, the need for monogamy arose ‑ one man married to one woman ‑ and hence the family was created. Therefore the family serves the interests of the economy ‑ in this case the creation of ownership of property – while subjecting women to unequal power relations in the home. Engels also argues that this was accompanied by the creation of the state ‑ a bureaucratic mechanism to ensure the continuation and legality of marriage and the family.

· For Engels, therefore, the main function of the family is to ensure the subordination of women and the passing of private property from one male generation to the next.

How does the family serve capitalism?

· From a Marxist perspective, we can begin to answer this question by looking at the work of Eli Zaretsky (1976) ‑ a rather dated source but one which raises issues that have been taken further by many contem​porary thinkers. 

· Zaretsky suggests that the family serves capitalism by offering emotional security from the oppressive world of work, thus allowing such oppression to continue. The family has the illusion of being a personal, close and warm private space: somewhere to hide, somewhere that cannot be touched by the state and those who run the economy. According to Zaretsky this ideological image is quite untrue: it only provides emotional warmth to encourage its members to con​tinue to live another day under the harsh realities of capitalism.

· According to the French neo‑Marxists Louis Althusser (1971) and Nicos Poulantzas (1980), control and power in capitalist society is exercised through two related mechanisms:

· The repressive state apparatus ‑ control through force and violence or the threat of punishment, exercised by the police, the army and so on.

· The ideological state apparatus ~ control at the level of consciousness: the socialisation of norms and values that maintain the status quo, through religion, the media and so on.

· These two mechanisms form a web or complex pattern of interrela​tionships controlling the individual through physical force or ideol​ogy. This distinction reflects the ideas of Gramsci (1971), who claims that ideological control is more secure than repressive control in the long term, but if ideology breaks down then repression will be resorted to as capitalism's last hope.

· The family can be seen as serving the functions of an ideological state apparatus by socialising both pro-capitalist ideology and its own familiar ideology in order to maintain such family patterns over time. For example the family socialises its members into accepting gender roles, into accepting that it is 'natural' for men and women to get married and engage in separate roles and jobs in the home: an atti​tude that is passed down from generation to generation. For feminists such a family ideology supports patriarchy since it suggests that men and women should have different roles in the family and society ‑ roles that lead to the subordination of women to men.

EVALUATION

· Marxist views of the family  follow logically from Marxist theory.  If, for example, the family provides emotional support for workers, then this helps them to accept the injustices of the capitalist system.  This makes sense if capitalism is seen as essentially unjust.  

· However, many sociologists reject this view of capitalism and, as a result, Marxist view of the family.

· Sociologists generally agree that the economic system has some influence over the family.  However, most would disagree with the view that the family is shaped by the needs of that system.

Feminist Views

· Marxist‑feminists suggest that the nuclear family meets the needs of capitalism for the reproduction and maintenance of class and patriarchal inequality. It benefits the powerful at the expense of the working class and women.

· The Marxist‑feminist, Margaret Benston (1972), argues that the nuclear.family

provides the basic commodity required by capitalism, i.e. labour power by:

· reproducing and rearing the future workforce at little cost to the capitalist class

· maintaining the present workforce's physical and emotional fitness through the wife's domestic labour.

She argues that capitalism essentially gets two labour powers (husband and wife) for one wage. The nuclear family acts as a stabilising force in capitalist societies because workers find it difficult to withdraw their labour power if they have families to support. Fran Ansley (1976) suggests that men may attempt to make up for the lack of power and control in the workplace by exerting control within the family through domestic violence. 

· Radical feminists such as Kate Millett (1970) see modern societies and  families as characterised by patriarchy ‑ a system of subordination and domination in which men exercise power over women and children

· Millett argues that men originally acquired power over women because of biological factors (i.e. women who were frequently pregnant could not make the same contribution to society as men), but she suggests that modern technology (e.g. the pill and modern machinery) has largely rendered this legitimation of male power redundant. However, patriarchy remains in place because of ideology. Both men and women are socialised into a set of ideas which confirm male power through gender role socialisation as children. Moreover, this patriarchal ideology stresses the primacy of the mother‑housewife role for women and the breadwinner the family as legitimating violence against women. However, some would argue that this model is dated in that it fails to consider recent trends such as the feminisation of the workforce and women's use of divorce laws. Hakim (1995) argues that this model fails to consider that females might be exercising rational choices in choosing domestic roles.

EVALAUTION

· Tend to ignore the positive aspects of family life.  Critics argue that feminists are preoccupied with the negative side of family life.  They ignore the possibility that many women enjoy running a home and raising children.

· Tend to ignore trend towards greater gender equality.  There is evidence of a trend toward greater equality between partners.  Critics argue that rather than celebrating this trend, feminists remain focused on the remaining inequalities.

3. Family ideology

· For many years, debate about family life in the UK has been dominated by 'an ideology of ‘familism'. It is argued, mainly by New Right and functionalist sociologists, that there is an 'ideal family' which should have the following characteristics:

· it should be nuclear in structure (i.e. based on father, mother and children)

· it should be based on marriage rather than cohabitation

· it should be heterosexual

· males should be the breadwinners and the disciplinarians, and females should primarily be responsible for child‑care/housework. There is some acknowledgement of men 'sharing' the latter.

· Consequently other family types are seen as 'deviant' especially the one‑parent family. This ideology can also be seen in the media, especially in advertising. It has had some influence on government social policy, especially on the taxation and social security systems.

State policy and familial ideology

· Three broad trends can be seen in state policy which suggest that familial ideology has had a significant impact on government thinking:

· Tax and welfare policies have generally favoured and encouraged the heterosexual married couple rather than co-habiting couples, single parents and same-sex couples.  Graham Allen goes as far as to suggest that those policies actively discouraged cohabitation and single parent families.

· Policies such as the paying of child benefit to the mother, and the government’s reluctance to fund free universal nursery provision, have reinforced the idea that women should take prime responsibility for children.
· The lack of a co-ordinated set of family policies may reflect the fact that the state has tended to see the family as a private institution and is therefore reluctant to interfere in its internal organisation.  Despite being accused of a ‘nanny state’ by its critics, the current Labour government has generally not directly intervened with legislation in family affairs.  For example, in 2004, the state shied away from making the smacking of children by parents illegal.
· Housing policy provides another example of the importance of familial ideology.  Harding argues that the best council housing is often allocated to married couples with children and the worst housing on problem estates is allocated to  single parents families.  Housing in the UK is overwhelmingly designed for nuclear families.  The implication here, then, is that the traditional nuclear family is clearly the  dominant family type.  Other types of family are ‘punished’ or discouraged.
· Similarly, care in the community policies reflect familial ideology.  The state has encouraged families to take responsibility for the elderly and long-term sick and disabled.  Female members of the family often carry the burden of this care, which means that they are less likely to work full time and more likely to be economically dependent on a male.  This reinforces the traditional sexual division of labour; women are seen as emotional and physical caretakers, and men as major income-earners.
2. Recent demographic change

1. Marriage

	One trend:

The number of first marriages has significantly declined since the 1970s: from 480000 in 1972 to 306000 in 2000.
	Second trend

Remarriages increased from 57000 in 1961 to 126000 (46% of all marriages) in 2000.  Most remarriages involve divorced persons rather than widows and widowers.  The largest increase occurred between 1971 and 1972 following the introduction of the Divorce Reform Act of 1969.

	One explanation for the decline in marriage:

Many people view cohabitation as a viable alternative to marriage.  McRae’s study of cohabiting women found that the main reasons for rejecting marriage was the sense that it limits personal freedom and independence.  Similarly, the fear of divorce and the experience of seeing or going through a divorce has led to some women rejecting marriage.
	Second explanation

Creative singlehood is seen as an alternative lifestyle choice to marriage.  People can have close personal relationships but with the added advantage of independence.


2. Marital breakdown

· Marital breakdown is viewed by the New Right as a profound social problem with  serious costs to society and individuals.

· There are three types of marital breakdown:

· Divorce refers to the legal termination of a marriage. This option is not always available in some societies.

· Separation refers to the physical separation of the spouses in that they are not living under the same roof.

· Empty shell marriage refers to a husband and wife who live together, and remain legally married, but who experience no intimate or emotional relationship ‑ e.g. remaining together for the 'sake of the children'. It is difficult to measure how many marriages are in this state.

3. Divorce

· There has been a steady rise in the divorce rate in the UK throughout the century. In 1961, 2 married couples per 1000 were divorced in England and Wales. By 1991, this had risen to 13.  Chandler(1993) argues that if present trends continue, about 40% of current marriages will end in divorce.

· Current trends indicate that four out of ten contemporary marriages will eventually end in divorce. Monogamy, i.e. one partner for life, may eventually be replaced by 'serial monogamy', i.e. people may have a series of relationships  which result in cohabitation and/or marriage.

· However, as Chester says, most people spend most of their lives in a family environment and also place a high value on it. Abbott and Wallace (1990) argue that the statistics indicate family stability, e.g. six out of ten couples who get married in the 1990s will stay together until one of them dies.

4. Explanations for the increasing divorce rate

a) Changes in legislation
 Changes in divorce law have generally made it easier and cheaper to get divorced. Before 1857, divorce was rare because it was expensive and required a private Act of Parliament. Four pieces of legislation can be identified as profoundly influencing the divorce statistics. The 1857 Matrimonial Causes Act made divorce easier although it was still not affordable for most social groups. It also introduced the concept of 'marital crime', i.e. divorce was granted if offences such as cruelty, desertion, etc., were proved.

 The 1949 legal Aid and Advice Act gave financial assistance to the less well‑off to help with divorce costs.

 The 1984 Matrimonial and Family Proceedings Act reduced the period when couples could start to petition for divorce from three years to one year.

 The 1969 Divorce Reform Act became law in 1971. This has been the most profound change. Marital partners now only have to demonstrate 'irretrievable breakdown of marriage' by separating for two years. 'Quickie' divorces could still be obtained by proving marital offences. A major rise in divorce followed the implementation of this act. These changes in legislation resulted in a dramatic rise in the divorce rate especially in 1971 and in 1984/85. However, legislation is not the sole cause of higher divorce rates. Legal changes reflect changing attitudes in society.

b) The increasing value of marriage
 The functionalist, Ronald Fletcher sees higher divorce rates as evidence that marriage is increasingly valued. Couples are no longer prepared to put up with 'empty shell' marriages. They want partners who can offer friendship, emotional fulfilment and sexual compatibility.

 In the 1960s most divorce petitions were initiated by men. However, in the 1990s 75% of divorce petitions were taken out by women. Thornes and Collard's (1979) survey of married couples discovered that women expect more from marriage than men and consequently tend to be less satisfied with their marriages.

 An important influence on women's attitudes has probably been the improvement in women's employment opportunities. In 1994 58% of the workforce was female. Women no longer have to stay unhappily married because they are financially dependent upon their husband. However, the influence of this factor should not be exaggerated. Women's average earnings are still only 75% of men's. Women's economic independence is restricted by their dominance of part‑time and low‑paid work.

c) Power inequalities
 Nicky Hart (1976) argues that many women experience a 'dual burden'. They work but are still primarily responsible for the bulk of housework and child​care. Failure by men to re‑distribute power in the home may lead to divorce.

 There has been a general liberalisation of attitudes in society. Divorce no longer carries stigma. Some sociologists like Bryan Wilson (1988) see such change in social attitudes as due to secularisation, i.e. a general decline in  religious practices and thinking.

 Marriage, despite its popularity, receives little support from the State. Little public money is spent keeping marriages together despite the emotional and economic costs of divorce.

5. Child-bearing and fertility

	One trend: Decrease in fertility rate

Fertility is measured in terms of the number of live births per 1000 women aged 15-44.  In 1900 the UK fertility rate was 115, in 1961 it was 91, and in 2001 it had fallen to 54.5.  This is the lowest rate since records began.


	Second trend: Women are having children later in life.

According to Ghee, in England and Wales, the average age at childbirth increased from 26.1 years in the early 1970s to 29.1 in 2000.  While the fertility rates of women under 30 have steadily fallen, for those over 30 they have risen since the mid-1970s.



	One explanation for the decline in fertility is changing opportunities.

Researchers often point to expanding educational opportunities and the increase in women’s participation in the workplace.  The number of female undergraduates increased more than three times between 1970 and 2000.  during the same timespan the numbers of women in paid employment in the UK increased form 10 to 14.1 million.  These changes provided alternatives to women’s traditional role as mothers and child-carers.
	Second explanation is changing values

Some researchers claim that in recent years there has been increasing emphasis on individual freedom, on the individual’s right to choose, and on personal fulfilment.  As a result people are increasingly concerned with constructing their own lifestyle.  Some researchers see this concern reflected in choosing to cohabit rather than marry and in choosing to have fewer children or none at all.




Unit 2: Diversity in families and households
1. Recent trends in family life


Cohabitation
	One trend/characteristic

Cohabitation is seen by the New Right as threatening the sanctity of marriage. It is suggested that this type of arrangement is too casual and does not involve the same sort of commitment and loyalty that marriage does. Moreover, New Right thinkers believe that children born outside of marriage are a sign of moral decline. In 1992 approximately 31 % of births occurred outside of marriage. 


	Second trend/characteristic

Cohabitation is not exclusive to heterosexual couples. Since the 1970s society has seen the emergence of lesbian and gay cohabitation, following the decriminalisation of homosexuality. Plummer (1995) notes that between 40% and 60% of gay men are cohabiting in relationships of over one‑year duration.



	One reason

Reasons for cohabitation may be pragmatic. The cost of marriage is high especially in areas hardest hit by unemployment.

	Second reason

Studies by sociologists such as Burgoyne (1982) suggest that in most cases cohabitation is a temporary phase. Most of those who cohabit eventually marry. Social attitudes tend to support marriage rather than cohabitation.

Moreover about three‑quarters of births outside marriage are registered by both parents. This indicates that these births are occurring within stable relationships. Fletcher (1988) argues cohabitation and births outside marriage conceal what are in fact rather conventional nuclear families based on stable relationships ‑ even though they are not legitimised by marriage


Single‑parent families
	One trend/characteristic

The number of one‑parent families in the UK doubled from 12% of families in 1986 to 18% in 1994. Recent projections estimate that one in three families (36%) may be single‑parent by the year 2016. The great majority of single‑parent families are headed by women (91 %).


	Second trend/characteristic



	One reason

Critical sociologists point out that there is little material incentive to become a single parent. The social and economic situation of many one‑parent families is extremely disadvantageous, e.g. 17% of those officially classed as poor are single parents.

Single parenthood may be a realistic strategy in areas characterised by poverty and high unemployment. Fathers may be deemed unnecessary by some young women because they cannot provide financial support. Moreover, single parenthood may be an escape from domestic violence.
	Second reason

Divorce and/or separation; 53% of lone mothers are divorced.  Phoenix (1993) and Cashmore (1985) argue that it is often preferable for a child to live with one caring parent than with parents who are in conflict with each other and who may scapegoat the child.




Reconstituted families
	One trend/characteristic

The reconstituted family or step‑family is made up of divorced or widowed type of family and people who have remarried and their children from the previous marriage or  cohabitation. 


	Second trend/characteristic

Reconstituted families, and especially children within them, are likely to have close ties with the families of previous partners. Children may be pulled in two directions and have tense relationships with their step‑parents. These families may be further complicated if the parents decide to have children of their own. Family life, therefore, may be experienced quite differently to that experienced in a conventional nuclear family unit.



	One reason

Such families are on the increase because of divorce, e.g. one in fifteen families are step‑families; one in twelve children were living in them in 1991.  Research by Bedell estimates that by 2010 they will outnumber families with two birth parents.


	Second reason

Reconstituted families offer the chance of a successful partnership after an earlier one has failed.  Bedell argues that children are likelier to be happy if the parents are commited and happy too.


One-person households/Singlehgood
	One trend/characteristic

By 2001 the majority of one-person households were formed by people below state pension age.  The largest increase  is in the 25-29 age group in social class 1 – people in professional and managerial occupations
	Second trend/characteristic

Younger one-person households are concentrated in large cities – Manchester, Newcastle, Liverpool, Nottingham and particularly London.  Many are young professionals who migrate to cities to find employment.  Hall et al found that of the young, professional migrants coming to London, 62% of men and 53% of women live alone.

	One reason: Personal choice

Evidence from research by Hall et al indicates that many people who live alone do so by choice.  They value the freedom and independence that living in a one-person household provides.  Most have active social lives and many are involved in a close relationship.


	Second reason: Changing attitudes

At one time, people felt sorry for those living alone.  In particular, a woman living alone was described in negative terms as a ‘spinster’ or an ‘old maid’.  Today, attitudes are changing.  Many now see living alone as a positive lifestyle option.  Goldscheider and Waite see this change in attitude as a reflection of the rise in non-family living.


2. Types of diversity


· R.N. Rapoport and R. Rapoport (1982) are very critical of the New Right's insistence that there only exists one 'ideal' family type. They note that in 1994 only 20% of nuclear families contained a division of labour in which the father was the sole breadwinner and the mother was exclusively the home‑maker/child‑carer. The Rapoports argue that family life in the UK is characterised by diversity ‑ there now exists a range of family types which reflect the plurality of British society. 

	Organisational diversity

	The Rapoports identify organisational diversity in family structure. UK family life is made up of the conventional nuclear family, cohabiting couples with children, the one​ parent family and the reconstituted family. Moreover, the study 'Villains' by Janet Foster (1991) of an East End London community indicated that the lives of working‑class people and its younger generation in the 1980s were still dominated by the values and traditions of extended kin such as parents and grandparents who tended to live nearby. 




	Cultural diversity

	There is also evidence of cultural diversity in that some sections of the Asian (e.g. Sikhs and East African Asians), Chinese, Greek​ Cypriot, Turkish and Italian communities in the UK may be more likely to live in classic extended families in which two or three generations live under the same roof.  

· Ballard notes that many families of South Asian have a strong sense of family and community due to the experience of migrating to Britain. Whereas many first-generation family members are highly conservative, protecting their traditional culture in the face of the host Western culture, British-born generations may challenge some aspects of their traditional culture.

· The influence of culture and ethnicity upon the family might lead to a diversity of family types within the same ethnic group.  For example, some British-born Asian couples have rejected the traditional patriarchal family structures, while others are based on very separate roles and an extended family model, perhaps further divided into smaller supporting groups.  As Ballard notes, British-born Asians have experience of two different cultures – the traditional culture within the family home and the wider culture experienced outside the home, for example at school.

· Jocelyn Barrow suggests that although African-Caribbean families in Britain might appear nuclear in structure, if we look at the actual power relations and life experiences within the home itself they are in fact very different from the traditional notion of the nuclear family.  Barrow notes the existence of ‘mother-households’ amongst some African-Caribbean families, where the female is the major income earner and neighbours – who may or may not be part of a wider kinship network – help out with communal childcare and other community projects, such as pre-school groups.




	Kinship diversity

	Diversity also exists in patterns of kinship. Some modern nuclear families are'privatised' and 'relatively isolated' from kin. However, most are part of a 'modified extended family' set‑up ‑ nuclear family members still feel obliged to kin and offer emotional and material support in times of crisis. Studies also suggest that extended ties are also important to the upper class in their attempt to maintain wealth and privilege.




	Regional diversity

	Eversley and Bonnerjae point to regional diversity in which distinctive patterns of family life exist in different areas of Britain:

· Sunbelt (affluent South) attracts two parent upwardly mobile families

· Coastal attracts retired couples and widows/widowers

· Older industrial areas in long-term decline tend to have fairly conventional and traditional family structures

· Inner city areas have a high concentration of one parent families and ethnic minority families

· Newly declining industrial areas (i.e. the Midlands) have a more diverse set of family patterns than other areas.




	Cohort diversity

	Cohort diversity refers to the different historical periods at which different families go through stages of the family life-cycle.  Cohort affects the life experiences of families.  For example, the structure of those families whose children have entered the labour market in the 1980s may be very different fro those whose children entered the labour market in the 1960s or late 1990s.  High rates of unemployment may have increased the length of time for which children are dependent upon their parents.


	Internal diversity

	Diversity can be seen in the internal division of labour within families.The Rapoports argue that most nuclear families in the UK are now 'dual‑career' families Some women will have responsibility for the bulk of child‑care and housework. Others may have negotiated a greater, perhaps even equal input from men in the domestic sphere. (The media, for example, are fond of announcing the appearance of the so‑called 'New Man'.) Others may have found husbands who are happy to reverse traditional roles and become hose-husbands.




EVALUATION

· The Rapoports conclude that a fundamental change is taking place in British family life. However, Robert Chester suggests that the Rapoports have exaggerated the degree of diversity in UK society and argues that the basic features of family life have remained largely unchanged for the majority of the population since the 1950s.

· Chester argues that there is little evidence to suggest that people are choosing to live on a long-term basis in alternatives to the nuclear family.  However, he did accept that some changes were taking place in family life.  In particular, many families were no longer ‘conventional’ in the sense that the husband is the sole breadwinner.  He accepted that women were increasingly making a contribution to household finances by taking paid employment outside the home.

· Although he recognised that this was an important change in family life compared to the past, he did not see it as a fundamental alteration in the family.  He called this new family form – in which wives have some involvement in the labour market -  the neo-conventional family.  It was little different from the conventional family apart from the increasing numbers of wives working for at least part of their married lives.

3. Explanations of family diversity

· Various explanations have been offered to explain why family diversity has increased in modern societies.  These include changing family obligations and varying economic and domestic roles.

Family diversity is a good thing:
· The second wave of feminism and the influence of feminist ideas is said to have a significant influence on family diversity.  It changed women’s perceptions of their roles.  Feminist views helped to emancipate and encouraged them to enter into paid employment.

· Economic changes also aided this transition.  Increasing numbers of service sector jobs and a decrease in manufacturing industry, increased male unemployment and offered greater employment opportunities to women.  This was a consequence of service sector occupations requiring ‘female skills’ such as communication.  As a result of these changes women gained increasing financial independence and this is seen as being partially responsible for increasing numbers of single parents, divorces and reconstituted familes.  Increasing female employment has also led to more dual worker families.

· Feminism is also viewed as being partially responsible for the increasing number of open lesbian relationships that now exist, as feminists encouraged women to explore their sexuality and helped to reduce the social stigma that surrounded such relationships.

· Post-modernist sociologists consider increasing family diversity as a good thing because this reflects a growing freedom of choice.  Individuals today have  more freedom to choose the type of family which best suits their circumstances.    
Family diversity is a bad thing:
· New Right thinkers see increasing diversity as evidence of the family declining.  Given the importance of the family in the socialisation process, the decline of the family will have dire consequences for society.

· The New Right believe that the welfare state creates a culture of dependency which encourages laziness and leads to economic decline.  The structure of the family is central to this theory of economic decline.  The New Right believe in the notion that of the stable nuclear family as the bedrock of society.

· A further development of this line of argument is that state welfare payments encourage people to engage in ‘deviant’ family structures, leading to moral decline and  a lack of personal responsibility.  This view is the basis of an attack upon lone-parent families. 

· This view has particular implications for women.  The attempt to cut back the welfare state during the Conservative governments of the 1980s and 1990s has not in fact led to the disappearance of  the social problems that the welfare state sought to deal with.  Instead, the New Right has attempted to privatise these problems by seeking to push responsibility back to the family unit.  Within this family unit it is clear that it will be largely women who are expected to assume the traditional role of unpaid carer.

· Dennis and Erdos attack the view that single parents are just as successful as those where both parents bring up the children.  They argue that boys in fatherless families in particular grow up without the restraints on their behaviour that a father might impose.

· Boys brought up without a father tend to do less well at school and are more likely to gain a criminal record than those with two parents, even when their class and income are allowed for.

· The views of Dennis and Erdos are shared by many of the most influential family policy-makers in the New Labour government.  While accepting the need for some social support for families with problems, the New Labour agenda also stresses the individual responsibility of parents, and in the importance of traditional ‘family values’ in people’s lives.

Unit 3: Power, inequality and family policy
1. The domestic division of labour in marriages


· Functionalist sociologists such as Parsons, Fletcher and, especially, Wilmott and Young suggest that industrialisation has led to an increase in egalitarian marriage, i.e. that the relationship between the spouses has become more equal in terms of participation in housework, child‑care and decision‑ma king.

· Wilmott and Young in their study The Symmetrical Family (1973) claimed that the extended family was characterised by ‘segregated conjugal roles’ i.e. husbands went out to work and wives were exclusively responsible for domestic labour and child-care.  Moreover, husbands and wives spent leisure-time apart.  Wilmott and Young argue that the extended family has been replaced by a privatised nuclear family characterised by ‘symmetry’.  Modern marriage is characterised by ‘joint conjugal roles’ meaning that women are now going out to work and men are doing a fairer share of domestic tasks.  Moreover, couples are now more likely to share both leisure time and decision-making.  Wilmott and Young concluded that egalitarian marriage was the norm in the symmetrical nuclear family of the 1970s.

Inequality within marriage

There is no generally accepted way of measuring inequality between husbands and wives.  Different researchers have measured it in different ways.  However, most find little evidence that inequality in marriage has not been significantly reduced.

Conjugal roles, housework and childcare

· Oakley argues that Young and Wilmott’s claim of increasing symmetry in based on suspect methodology.  Their conclusions were based on one interview which was worded in such a way that could exaggerate the amount of housework done by men.

· The recent British Social Attitudes Survey found more sharing of child-rearing than household tasks, although their was some movement towards a more equal division of labour over time.

· Ferri and Smith used survey data to focus on childcare.  In almost every kind of household – even where the woman was in paid employment outside the home and the man did not – it was more common for the woman to take the main responsibility for childcare.

· Elston's  survey of over 400 couples in which both partners were doctors found that 80% of female doctors reported that they took time off work to look after their sick children compared with only 2% of male doctors. Elston concluded that only a minority of professional couples in her study genuinely shared housework and child‑care. 

· However, Burghes  and Beck  suggest that fathers are increasingly taking an active involvement in the emotional side of bringing up children even when marriages break down.

Conjugal roles and hours worked

· Gershuny found that the husbands of working women continued to do less than half the total paid and unpaid work of their partners.  However, although the ‘dual burden’ of paid and domestic work remained for women, men did seem to be doing more housework when their wives were in paid work.

Conjugal roles and power

· Edgell interviewed husbands and wives about decision-making.  He found that women tended to dominate in areas such as domestic spending and children’s clothes, but men dominated in areas that were considered more important, such as moving house and overall finance.

· A more recent study by Hardill, Green and Owen found that although males dominated decision-making in most households, this was not the case in a significant minority of households.

Conjugal roles and emotion work

· Devault conducted a qualitative study on feeding the family.  She found that this aspect of domestic work involves a great deal of ‘invisible’ work in planning and staging the meal.  Again, it is women who were primarily responsible.

· Dunscombe and Marsden identify another element of women’s domestic work – ‘emotion work’.  Many women in their study expressed dissatisfaction with their partner’s emotional input into the relationship and the family.  Most men did not acknowledge that emotion work needed to be done to make the relationship work.  They also found that many women ended up doing a triple shift: having completed their paid employment they not only have to do most of the housework, they also have to do the emotion work.
Inequality within marriage – conclusion

· A study of lesbian households by Dunne suggests that an equal domestic division of labour can be achieved.  However, it is hard to achieve this in a culture which still identifies huge differences between masculinity and femininity.  The evidence suggests that women are still a long way from achieving equality within marriage.  Husbands of wives with full-time jobs seem to be taking over some of the burden of housework, but the change is slow.
2. The dark side of family life 

Many commentators argue that the rosy picture of nuclear family life transmitted by functionalism and the New Right obscures the contradictions that permeate family life in reality.
Domestic Violence

· Both Marxists and radical feminists have drawn attention to the problem of domestic violence.  This is usually defined as the power of men to control women by physical force, although Davidson argues that men are also the victims of female domestic violence.

· Official statistics report that violence by men against their female partners accounts for a third of all reported violence.  Stanko’s survey in 2000 found that one incident of domestic violence is reported by women to the police every minute in the UK.
Explanations for domestic violence

· Dobash and Dobash (1992) argue that in patriarchal societies there is still cultural support for the view that men have a 'right' to 'discipline' their wives or partners. Furthermore, there has been little institutional support offered by society to the battered wife.

· Dobash and Dobash found that one of the major factors precipitating  assaults was the husband’s perception that the wife was not performing her domestic duties to his satisfaction.  Insofar as our society still accepts a domestic division of labour which allocates the majority of domestic duties to women, this leaves them vulnerable to this sort of criticism, and possible subsequent assault.

· The study also showed that many women are economically dependent on men, since many women are in poorly paid employment.  As such, many women who leave abusive husbands are forced to return for economic reasons and because of the stigma surrounding the break-up of marriage.

· Sclater argues that dysfunctional partnerships leads to stress in a relationship which may result in outbursts of domestic violence.  Supporters of this view claim there are two distinct forms of domestic violence:
· Common couple violence, which involves occasional outbursts rather than systematic, on-going violence.  This type of domestic violence is seen to result from dysfunctional partnerships.

· Patriarchal terrorism is systematic and ongoing, rather than occasional, and is conducted by men against women and is designed to dominate.

Child Abuse

· The Radical Psychiatrists, R.D. Laing (1970) and David Cooper (1972) argue that the family 'terrorises' children by destroying their free will, imagination and creativity. Both Laing and Cooper suggest that the family is responsible for turning imaginative children into conformist automatons.

· Gittens argues that the topic of child sexual abuse has become increasingly important to debates about the family.  She claims that it is predominantly males who abuse children sexually, and she adopts a radical feminist argument which suggests that children are endangered by males in the home.  This seems to imply that it might be better to bring up children in a male-free environment.  However, feminists have often been criticised for failing to explain physical abuse and neglect by women.  Corby responds to this by seeing female abuse as a response to the stresses of being a mother in a patriarchal society where they receive little support from men.
· Marxist-feminist critics of this position, such as Elliot (1996), point to the way in which the issue of child-abuse is one example of how middle class social workers seek to stigmatise and control the lives of working class parents in order to enforce a dominant code about parenting.

· Non-feminist sociological explanations of child abuse often link it to economic deprivation and the development of a particular set of sub-cultural beliefs.  Poverty, overcrowding, and poor educational and occupational opportunities lead to frustration and repression, which may result in abusive behaviour where men seek to establish power over at least some aspect of their lives.

· In this view, abuse of children is apparently accepted in some families, and this acceptance is transmitted to the next generation.  The behaviour is also enhanced through the number of lone mothers, with their alleged tendency to have numerous sexual relationships with men.

· Structural explanations also tend to regard deprivation as the key to understanding child abuse, as violence and inappropriate sexual behaviour can be seen as ‘normal’ responses to blocked opportunities.  Stress, conflict and violence are seen as constant aspects of working class life, so that structured age and gender inequalities can be viewed as explanations of domestic violence – even if sexual abuse is harder to understand.

· Elliot criticises these views by arguing that there is an assumption that child abuse and other forms of violent and sexual abuse only takes place in families facing deprivation, whereas statistics suggest that this is not the case.  It also ignores gender differences in patterns of abuse, and there is also a tendency to treat the statistics relating to child abuse as unquestionable.

3. Childhood

· Sociologists have challenged many commonsense notions of childhood that suggests that this stage of the life-cycle is determined by calendar time and biology.  For many sociologists childhood is not a universal phenomenon in all societies.  Instead it is a social construct and a product of human culture.
· In contemporary western societies ‘childhood’ is often defined in terms of dependency.  This includes physical, emotional, economic and legal dependency.  In Britain, for example, the criminal law defines when young people make the transition from childhood to adulthood through prohibiting certain activities before certain ages.
· Wagg (1992) identifies two competing views of childhood in modern sociological literature.

· The 'Conventional' perspective is subscribed to by child psychologists and functionalist/New Right sociologists. It views children as essentially passive creatures who are vulnerable to dangers such as abuse, bad parenting and sex and violence in the media. It is suggested children need adult controls for their own protection.

· The 'Social Construction' perspective is influenced by interpretivism and is associated with the idea that childhood is a social invention, relative to time and place, rather than a fixed universal experience.

The interpretivist view:

· Aries (1972) argues that childhood is not just a biological state associated with immaturity and adolescence. It is also a social experience which differs according to historical period. Historians such as Aries and Stone (1977) have suggested that in medieval (i.e. pre‑indlustrial) society the idea of childhood and adolescence as separate categories to adulthood did not exist. Children were seen as 'little adults' and took. part in the same work and play activities as adults. However, this idea has been challenged in recent years.

· Interpretivists suggest that the experience of childhood differs according to locality and culture, e.g. the experience of Third World children is unlike that of British children. The experience of childhood also differs according to social class. There may be qualitative differences in the experience of childhood because of material differences such as poverty and wealth.  For example, research by Jefferis et al found that children who experienced poverty had significantly fallen behind children from middle class backgrounds in terms of maths, reading and other ability tests by the age of 7.
· The experience of childhood may differ according to gender. Feminists stress that the experience of gender role socialisation differs for male and female children because girls are subject stricter social control from parents compared to boys when they reach adolescence.

· The experience of childhood may differ according to ethnicity.  For example, there is evidence that Muslim, Hindu and Sikh children generally feel a stronger sense of obligation and duty to their parents than white children.  Generational conflict is therefore less likely or is more likely to be hidden.
· Similarly, children of so-called ‘third world’ countries generally assume adult responsibilities far sooner than their western counterparts.  In some countries ‘children’ are expected to join the army and fight in conflicts.  According to the United Nations, child soldiers are being used in more than thirty countries around the world.  Human Rights Watch has interviewed child soldiers from countries including Colombia, Angola, Lebanon, Liberia, Sierra Leone, Sudan and Uganda.

· The interpretivist theory of childhood therefore suggests that there is no single universal experience of childhood. It is therefore more appropriate to talk about a diversity of childhood experiences. Interpretivists suggest that children are active in the construction of their own fives. It is important to understand that children interact with adults and other children and that they have some power to determine the outcome of their experience. In other words, sociologists should attempt to see childhood through the eyes of. children

Changing conception of childhood
The role of the state

· In the late 19th century the State began to take-on an increasing interest in the position of children for number of reasons:

a. Basic levels of education contributed to the productive efficiency of the

workforce.

b. Education was seen as a way of enforcing moral conformity amongst a

potentially volatile working class - the "dangerous classes" of Victorian Britain.

c. As labour productivity increased through mechanised forms of factory

production, child labour became less important to employers (especially

unskilled / uneducated child labour). 
· Musgrove argues that industrialisation changed the relations between parents and children.  He outlines how in late 18th  and early 19th centuries parents began to see children as an economic asset as they could perform work in factories.  With industrialisation came a dependency on the abilities and skills of children, and their economic potential became an insurance for later life.  The fact that the birth rate after 1870 declined significantly with the implementation of the first Education Act seems to support this.  As education became more compulsory, the economic benefit of children declined.
The role of moral entrpreneurs

· Moral entrepreneurs started to focus attention upon the degradation of children which, coupled with the ideological emphasis upon childhood as a period of "uncorrupted innocence" meant that changes in people's attitudes towards child labour had to come about.

Increasing length of childhood
· Increasingly throughout the 20th century in Britain, the concept of childhood (involving infancy, childhood and a period of youth) has hardened to reflect the division between full adult membership of society and the period in which the child "learns how to achieve full adulthood".

· Both the increased (and possibly increasing) length of childhood and contemporary attitudes towards children and childhood are connected. As childhood / youth hardens into a social categorization that is seen as a normal phase of development in our society, so too have attitudes towards children changed. This, of course, has consequences for both children and adults - especially in relation to the way it is seen as permissible to act towards children.

The ideology of childhood
· In general,  current ideological orientations towards children as involve the ideas that they are:

a. In need of adult care and protection (both physical and moral).

b. Required to be nurtured and preferred for adult roles and experiences.

· In many ways, contemporary concepts of children (and childhood) have developed as an extreme reversal of pre-industrial concepts - and moral concerns about the "increasing corruption of childhood innocence" through such things as child abuse and exposure to sex and violence through the mass media, reflect how childhood is seen as a somewhat idyllic period before the cares and responsibilities of adulthood.
· Neil Postman argues that just as childhood can be socially constructed it can also be deconstructed.  He argues that the rising influence of the mass media on every aspect of people’s day-to-day lives has led to children becoming increasingly exposed to images and content previously only seen by adults.  For example, in today’s world children watch TV news and witness sights previously thought of as adult-only experiences, such as images of war, violence, disaster, famine and so on.  As such, the boundaries between childhood and adult experiences have become blurred.
· These contemporary concerns (and periodic moral panics) also reflect the way many social theorists / commentators have adopted a conception of childhood socialisation as a more-or-less one-way process. Values and norms are seen to flow from the socialising agency (parents, teachers, the mass media and the like) to the object of that process (the child) in a non-interactive, non-reciprocal (that is, "one way"), uncritical, fashion.

· In short, it would appear that conceptions of childhood have changed sufficiently to almost deny the idea that the socialisation process - both primary and secondary - is a negotiated, two-way, process. One, moreover, in which the child is not simply an "empty vessel" waiting, passively and uncritically, to be filled with whatever ideas "adult society" produces, but in which the child, as an emerging, critical, reflective, human being plays an active role.

Changing Parent-Child Relationships

There are clear changes in parent-child relationships over the past 60 years:

· The parent-child relationship is extending beyond what would have been expected 60 years ago, when working class children began work at 14 and contributed to the family income.  The raising of the school leaving age and the significance of education and training means that many people are economically dependent on their parents beyond formal adulthood at 18 years old.

· Increasingly, as life expectancies are extending, adult children may find themselves caring for their own ageing parents – a burden that typically falls on daughters, who may themselves be working or taking responsibility for their children and grandchildren.
· Where both parents are employed, they may find it difficult to spend time with their children.  Where neither parent is employed, or family income is low, parents will have little money to spend on their children.

· Parental fears over child safety mean that children spend more time supervised and indoors than would have been the case before road traffic was heavy and well-publicised cases of child abduction have led parents to be concerned about s’tranger danger’.

· Children are now more exposed to the media than was the case before the advent of television, video, and computer technology.  It is possible that, for some children, parents are a less significant agent of socialisation than once would have been the case.  This is a view put forward by the feminist Beatrix Campbell who suggests that boys in single-parent families are learning a model of aggressive masculinity drawn from action movies.
The elderly

The sociological study of the elderly is important for three reasons:

· The numbers of the elderly are increasing, e.g. in 1850, less than 5% of the population was aged over 65; in 1995, 15% of the population was aged over65 and this increased to 18% in 1997 (compared with 6.5% under the age of five). Our ageing population has been caused by two factors:

· mortality rates have declined and life expectancy has increased due to better nutrition, higher standards of living and modern medical care

· birth rates have declined, especially since the 1960s.

· The elderly are not a homogeneous group. Old age involves a wide age span (possibly 30 years) and therefore great variations in physiological and psychological functioning.

· Like childhood, it can be argued that the experience of old age is socially and culturally constructed ‑ i.e. relative to historical period, culture, locality, social class, gender, ethnicity, etc. As sociologists, we need to be ' aware that old age is not just a biological state ‑ it is how the biological state is interpreted by society that is important.

Old age in traditional societies is regarded more positively than old age in modern industrial societies. Most old people in the UK, especially those from working class backgrounds, are excluded from a number of areas of social life. In particular, it is a norm to exclude people from paid work when they reach 60‑65. Denial of access to work may result in isolation, loneliness, loss of role and status for those defined as old.

Negative stereotypes about old age based upon the association between old age, sickness and dependency are common. This is known as ageism. As Field says, old age is seen as 'a weakly stigmatised, discreditable status'. Evidence of institutional ageism may be seen in:

· Poverty ‑ 44% of all those receiving benefits in 1997 were elderly.

· Concern expressed by governments at the rising costs of an increasing elderly population. This has led to cuts in services for old people. In recent years, the State has emphasised 'community care' for the elderly. The State intends to encourage the family to play a greater role in caring for aged parents.

If the State withdraws from the care of the elderly, there will be an increase in the number of extended families as nuclear units take on the responsibility of looking after older relatives. It is likely that this will affect the poorer sections of the community who cannot afford to invest in private care. The responsibility for the care of the elderly within the family is likely to fall to women. This may have a number of implications for females. It may further limit women's opportunities for careers and paid employment. It may reinforce patriarchal assumptions about the traditional role for females.

The following material is useful for questions on:


The role of the family


Whether the nuclear family is an ideal


Whether the family benefits its members





The following material is useful for questions on:


The effect of social policy on the family





The following material is useful for questions on:


Explanations for divorce





The following material is useful for questions on:


Patterns and characteristics of trends in family life (normally part (a) questions)





The following material is useful for questions on:


Whether the nuclear family is the main form of family


Whether it makes more sense to talk about families rather than the family





The following material is useful for questions on:


Why family diversity is occurring


Whether family diversity is a good or bad thing





The following material is useful for questions on:


Whether or not conjugal roles have become more equal


Whether or not power is more equal in the family





The following material is useful for questions on:


Whether there is a dark side to the family


Whether the family benefits all members





The following material is useful for questions on:


How ideas about childhood have changed over time


How childhood can be seen as a social construct
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